The fragmentization of youth by Prins, M.H.
PDF hosted at the Radboud Repository of the Radboud University
Nijmegen
 
 
 
 
The following full text is a publisher's version.
 
 
For additional information about this publication click this link.
http://hdl.handle.net/2066/55049
 
 
 
Please be advised that this information was generated on 2017-12-06 and may be subject to
change.
The fragmentization of youth

The fragmentization of youth
een wetenschappelijke proeve op  
het gebied van de Sociale Wetenschappen
Proefschrift
ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor
aan de Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen
op gezag van de Rector Magniﬁcus prof. dr. C.W.P.M. Blom,
volgens besluit van het College van Decanen
in het openbaar te verdedigen op vrijdag 24 maart 2006,
des namiddags om 1.30 uur precies
door
Maerten Herman Prins
geboren op 8 maart 1961 
te Eerbeek
Promotores:
Prof. dr. J.A.P.J. Janssen
Prof. dr. M.H.F. van Uden
Manuscriptcommissie: 
Prof. dr. J.M.A. Riksen-Walraven
Prof. dr. T.F.M. ter Bogt (Universiteit van Amsterdam)
Prof. dr. H.A. Alma (Universiteit voor Humanistiek)
©2006 Maerten Prins
Vormgeving en lay-out: Bartswerk Graﬁsch Ontwerp Nijmegen
Foto’s omslag: Maerten Prins
Druk: MacDonald/SSN Nijmegen
ISBN-10: 90-9020537-3
ISBN-13: 978-90-9020537-3
NUR 770
Preface in Dutch
Voorwoord
Onderzoek doen naar jongeren is altijd mijn grote passie geweest en is dat nog steeds. Waar-
schijnlijk komt dat voort uit een angst om zelf oud te worden. Dat het lichaam onherroepelijk 
ouder wordt is me inmiddels pijnlijk duidelijk geworden. Met die lichamelijke aftakeling heb ik 
me enigszins verzoend. Maar tegen geestelijke fossilisering blijf ik me verzetten. Ik wil zo lang 
mogelijk jong van geest blijven. En onderzoek naar jongeren en jeugdculturen helpt daarbij.
Ik heb het geluk gehad om meerdere jeugdculturen aan den lijve te mogen ervaren. Ik ben 
punker en new-waver geweest. Heb de ska en rockabilly van dichtbij gezien. En heb meegemaakt 
hoe de acid, house en dance zich ontwikkelde. Ik prijs me gelukkig zoveel jeugdculturele ontwik-
kelingen mee te hebben mogen maken. Het was een hartstikke leuke tijd. Gek genoeg voelde ik 
me altijd zowel deelnemer als toeschouwer. Ik deed vol overgave mee, maar bleef daarbij goed 
observeren. Dat kenmerkt een wetenschapper, neem ik aan.
Vanuit mijn interesse in jeugdcultuur en culturele processen lag de keuze voor de studie Cul-
tuur- en Godsdienstpsychologie voor de hand, hoewel ik aan de godsdienstkant lang heb moeten 
wennen. Maar dat cultuurpsychologie het meest boeiende onderzoeksgebied is, dat is evident. 
De wisselwerking tussen individu en de hem omringende cultuur is mateloos fascinerend. Het 
idee dat je uniek bent en zelfstandig alle keuzes gemaakt denkt te hebben, en dan toch merken 
dat veel mensen om je heen precies hetzelfde resultaat hebben bereikt, is vervreemdend. En de 
dynamiek van zich ontwikkelende culturen zoals die bij jongeren te zien is, doet denken aan het 
enthousiasme dat astronomen bevangt als zij de geboorte van sterrenstelsels waarnemen. Als 
cultuurpsycholoog heb ik de sterrenhemels van jeugdculturen in kaart gebracht en in dit proef-
schrift gepresenteerd. Anders dan astronomen had ik bovendien het geluk me als een astronaut 
door die sterrenhemel heen te kunnen bewegen.
 
Opbouw dissertatie
Deze dissertatie is als volgt opgebouwd. Om te zien hoe individualisering en fragmentisering 
van de westerse (lees Nederlandse) samenleving van invloed is op de identiteitsformatie van 
jongeren concentreer ik me op drie domeinen die daarbij van belang zijn: onderwijs, godsdienst 
en jeugdcultuur. De dissertatie bestaat derhalve uit drie delen die ieder één domein bestrijken. 
v
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Ieder deel bestaat weer uit twee hoofdstukken. Ieder hoofdstuk is een wetenschappelijk artikel. 
De eerste vijf zijn reeds gepubliceerd, de zesde is (onder voorwaarde) geaccepteerd.
Het eerste deel van deze dissertatie kijkt naar het academische onderwijs. In het eerste 
hoofdstuk ga ik op zoek naar universitaire culturen onder studenten aan de universiteit van Nij-
megen. In hoofdstuk twee kijk ik of deze universitaire culturen ook bestaan in Vlaanderen, aan 
de universiteit van Leuven.
Het tweede deel van deze dissertatie beschrijft de fragmentisering van religie. Ontkerkelijking 
is vooral sterk onder Nederlandse jongeren. Ik beschrijf in hoofdstuk drie hoe jongeren tegen-
woordig hun eigen religie construeren en in welke mate hun (nieuwe) religiositeit verband houdt 
met hun dagelijkse leven. In hoofdstuk vier ga ik in op het laatste overblijfsel van institutionele 
religie, het gebed. Veel jongeren blijken namelijk te bidden en ik beschrijf hoe ze dat doen.
In het derde deel van de dissertatie staat jeugdcultuur centraal. In hoofdstuk vijf beschrijf ik 
hoe de psychologische functie van jeugdculturen lijkt te verschuiven en hoe jeugdculturen zelfs 
lijken te verdwijnen. In hoofdstuk zes laat ik zien dat jeugdculturen (gelukkig) nog wel degelijk 
bestaan, maar dat er wel enkele interessante historische verschuivingen zijn te zien.
De artikelen zijn Engelstalig. Ik heb geprobeerd de taal begrijpelijk te houden, maar voor hen die 
het toch niet kunnen of willen opbrengen staat achterin een korte Nederlandstalige samenvatting.
Dankwoord
Jaren van opleiding en onderzoek hebben hun weerslag gekregen in dit proefschrift. Daarvoor ben 
ik vele mensen dank verschuldigd, want alleen had ik het natuurlijk niet gekund. Een dankwoord 
is nooit volledig. Ik ga mensen vergeten, vergeef het me, maar ik doe toch een poging. Allereerst 
dank ik Louk Hagendoorn, die mij enthousiast heeft gemaakt voor de cultuurpsychologie door zijn 
bevlogen eerstejaars colleges. Ik dank natuurlijk Jacques Janssen, die mij enthousiasmeerde tijdens 
mijn studie. Bij hem en bij Jan van der Lans studeerde ik af op een onderzoek naar jeugdculturen. 
Het is bijzonder spijtig dat Jan mijn promotie niet mee kan maken. In 2002 overleed hij.
Na het afronden van mijn studie Cultuur- en Godsdienstpsychologie heb ik het nest verlaten. 
Maar ik was blij dat ik enkele jaren later terug kon keren en kon komen werken als docent Cultuur- 
en Godsdienstpsychologie. Daar lag en ligt mijn hart. Jacques Janssen heeft het mogelijk gemaakt 
dat ik van mijn hobby mijn werk kon maken. Jarenlang heeft hij het proces van het schrijven van 
deze dissertatie begeleid en er moet zich van hem tijdens die jaren regelmatig vertwijfeling mees-
ter hebben gemaakt. Rien van Uden heeft me daarom op een meedogenloos regime gezet van 
deadlines. Moordend maar doeltreffend. Met gevoel voor humor wist hij de druk op de ketel te 
houden. Iets dat in mijn geval erg verstandig is vanwege mijn akelige neiging dingen voortdurend 
uit te stellen. Ik ben hen dankbaar voor hun onwankelbare geloof in mij, en de manier waarop 
het hen gelukt is dit project tot een goed einde te brengen. De manuscriptcommissie bedank ik 
hartelijk voor het grondige lezen van de dissertatie en natuurlijk voor hun positieve oordeel.
Van broedsel werd ik broedkip en mag ik nu ervaren hoe taai en tegelijkertijd enorm bevredi-
gend het is om studenten te begeleiden bij hun pogingen uit te vliegen. Ik dank al mijn collega’s 
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voor de ﬁjne sfeer en de goede gesprekken. Marjo van Mierlo heeft mij zien worden tot wat ik 
ben. Ik kwam op de vakgroep binnen met groen haar en een leren jas vol buttons. Nu sta ik in een 
pinguïnpak mijn dissertatie te verdedigen. Is er een grotere overgang denkbaar? Marjo was en is 
de spil van de vakgroep. Zonder haar steun en toeverlaat is het lot van de vakgroep ongewis. Haar 
rode pen teisterde menig stuk van mijn hand. En altijd had ze gelijk. Dank ook aan alle andere 
collega’s: Sarah, Gerben, Hessel, Karin en Kirsten. Bij de fusie met gerontologie (“iets met oude 
mensen” wist ik) moest ik wel even slikken omdat ik als oudere jongere liever niet geconfronteerd 
wilde worden met ouderdom. Ik wilde mijn voorland niet kennen. Maar de nieuwe collega’s Freya, 
Nan, Yolande, Camille en Karen werden meer dan collega’s. De stemming op de vakgroep werd 
er alleen maar beter van. De studenten die ik (heb) begeleid ben ik ook dankbaar. Zij zijn mijn 
ogen en oren, en houden me op de hoogte van jeugdculturele ontwikkelingen opdat die mij niet 
ontgaan.
Het schrijven van een proefschrift is vermoeiend. Het moet bovendien gebeuren naast het 
drukke werk als docent. Gelukkig kan ik ontspannen tijdens sessies van mijn waterpijpclub. Het 
roken van smaakvolle tabak (nee, geen drugs) in een waterpijp is niet meer dan een rookgordijn 
om ongeremd te roddelen en alles te relativeren. Jullie humor was een grote steun voor me bij 
de lijdensweg van het schrijven van het proefschrift. Dank voor jullie vriendschap en begrip. 
Daarnaast laat ik ook het kind in mij al jarenlang spelen in een zogeheten Dungeons and Dragons 
groep. Al meer dan tien jaar speel ik dit spel met veel plezier. Kinderachtig? Natuurlijk. Maar erg 
leuk en ontspannend. Het houdt je jong.
Dank gaat ook uit naar de twee pinguïns die mij tijdens de promotie ﬂankeren. Beiden ken 
ik al een kwart eeuw en ik prijs me gelukkig met zulke vrienden. Cor is een intellectueel zwaar-
gewicht met een mentale lichtvoetigheid die een prettige balans heeft gevonden tussen hoog-
begaafdheid en platvloersheid. Michel is een ouwe rukker waarmee ik menig jeugdculturele uit-
spatting heb beleefd. Van wat wij hebben meegemaakt kan ik nog steeds nagenieten. Dat moeten 
we weer eens vaker doen. Ik heb er het volste vertrouwen in dat deze twee gabbers mij veilig de 
promotieplechtigheid doorloodsen.
Al de jaren dat ik bezig was met het doen van onderzoek en het schrijven van het proefschrift 
heb ik onvoorwaardelijke steun van mijn familie gekregen. Dat ze er soms niet meer in geloofden 
hebben ze in ieder geval nooit laten merken. Jeroen, mijn grote kleine broer met meer gevoel 
voor humor dan een boekhouder betaamt, Herman, mijn vader die in de promotie ongetwijfeld 
een miracle ziet, Gien, mijn moeder met een boordevol hart en een scherpe geest, die er bij mij 
een plooi heeft ingestreken die er gelukkig nooit meer uit gaat: bedankt. En dan natuurlijk de 
liefde van mijn leven, Nicolette, mijn vrouw waarmee ik al meer dan 25 jaar samen ben. Dat lijkt 
lang, en dat is ook lang, maar het voelt absoluut niet zo. “One to one, what’s wrong with one to 
one, just once, just me and you, ’cause one to one is real, and you can’t hide, just feel that three’s 
a crowd” was ons lijﬂied (met dank aan Joe Jackson). Maar three bleek helemaal geen crowd toen 
we een zoon kregen. Kai is het mooiste en liefste kind dat er bestaat. Van hem houd ik onvoor-
waardelijk en ik hoop dat hij mij in de toekomst jong zal houden.
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Introduction
Brian (to adoring crowd): You are all individuals!
The Crowd (in unison): We are all individuals!
Brian: You are all different!
The Crowd (in unison): Yes, we are all different!
Small lonely voice: I’m not!
Monty Python’s The Meaning of Life (1983)
In Monty Python’s movie ‘The Meaning of Life’, we see a hilarious example of an all too familiar 
problem: we all try desperately to be unique but at the same time we look very much alike. This 
is best illustrated in fashion: everybody tries to look as unique as possible, but at the same time 
we are led by trends and hypes. Fashion designers have devised new trends and have produced 
new wardrobes long before customers belief (or are made to belief) that this is the new cool. All 
too often supply creates demand and not vice versa. Yet at the same time we treasure the illu-
sion of our uniqueness. We want to express our individuality at all costs and we will never admit 
that we are just followers, often even victims, of fashion. Nobody dares to say out loud that he 
wants to follow the ﬂock. Not even a small lonely voice is heard. Individuality is the norm and 
we follow it en masse.
In recent social psychology research, the need to see oneself as unique is regarded as a fun-
damental human need. Distinctiveness is a strong motive within identity, aiming at establishing 
and maintaining a sense of differentiation from others (for an overview see Vignoles, Chrysso-
choou & Breakwell, 2000). But at the same time people want to be part of a group. This need 
for inclusion of the self into larger social collectives, acts in opposition to the need for differ-
entiation. Everybody has to ﬁnd a point of equilibrium between these two opposing needs. We 
all want to be the same and different at the same time (Optimal Distinctiveness Theory is by 
Brewer, 1991, 1993).
The central argument in this thesis is that ﬁnding a balance between inclusion and differen-
tiation is increasingly difﬁcult. The norm in modern, individualized society seems to be to avoid 
group membership. A unique personal identity is valued over an adopted social identity. Groups 
and cultures seem to dissipate or fragmentize. Since youngsters are in the process of construct-
ing a valid and meaningful identity and worldview, the question arises what impact this trend of 
fragmentization has on the lives of modern-day youngsters. We will zoom in on three areas in 
1
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the development of youngsters: school, religion and youth culture. On all three domains we look 
for signs of fragmentization.
Western world has changed considerably and rapidly in the twentieth century. Even in the Neth-
erlands economical, technological and socio-cultural changes have occured. “When the end of 
the world comes, I will go to Holland because everything happens there with a ﬁfty years delay”, 
the German poet Heinrich Heine allegedly spoke a century ago. But this is no longer true: nowa-
days Holland follows the western pace. Sometimes the Dutch even consider themselves to be 
international trendsetters and believe Holland to be a model country. In a century’s time Holland 
and the whole western world went from pre-modern via early-modern to modernity and recently 
even into post-modernity (for interesting discussions see Baumeister, 1991; Coté, 1996; Shotter, 
1989; Giddens, 1991).
The report of the death of modernity might well be an exaggeration, but it can not be denied 
that signiﬁcant changes have taken place and people nowadays live in a new context. Western 
society in general has shifted from an orderly, agrarian, rural culture to a complex, hectic, urban 
world. Industrialization, urbanization, the rise of the market economy, political democratization, 
and secularization have led to more personal freedom, greater social and geographic mobility and 
a broader outlook on the world. A world that is now constantly and instantly within reach by 
means of radio, television, internet and cell phone. At the same time we see a steady decline of 
community life and social networks, growing anonymity and growing feelings of social displace-
ment. Identity formation has become a matter of making choices, while at the same time the 
guiding frameworks to make these choices – role patterns, social classes, religions, ideologies 
– have disappeared. People are ever more thrown back on themselves.
One interesting development is the birth of adolescence in the western world. Adolescence as 
such did not exist a century ago: after childhood came adulthood. But in the last century, a gap 
grew between childhood and adulthood. In fact a new phase in the life of youngsters – between 
childhood and adulthood – emerged: adolescence. It is only since the beginning of the twentieth 
century that psychologists regard this phase as a distinct stage in human development. Adoles-
cence now spans a period of about ten years, and this period is steadily growing.
The start of adolescence is marked by biological maturation, in particular the capability of 
sexual reproduction. For girls, this is the menarche, the age of the ﬁrst menstruation. In 1830 
the menarche occurred at 18 years, today it occurs around 12 years. And while the lower limit of 
adolescence is steadily decreasing, the upper limit steadily goes up. There is a great deal of am-
biguity regarding the moment when young people complete the transition from adolescence to 
adulthood. Transitions take place on multiple domains and not always at the same time, or in the 
same sequence. Leaving school, leaving the parental home, entering the labor market, marriage 
and starting a family are all markers to signal social maturation. We ﬁnd that this commitment 
to adult roles and responsibilities takes place at an increasingly later age. A key factor lies in the 
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domain of education. In modern post industrialized society lengthy formal education in schools 
has become a necessity. The average age for children to leave school climbs from 13 in 1940 to 
21 in 2000. The number of youngsters that prolong this period by going to university increases. 
Consequently, transition into adulthood is postponed considerably. In the Netherlands, it is only 
when youngsters reach the age of 21 that they are legally considered adult.
So earlier sexual ripeness and prolonged education has created an ever widening gap between 
biological maturation and social maturation. In this gap we ﬁnd adolescence as a distinct phase 
of life that did not exist a century ago. This age category has some striking characteristics. Due 
to the drawn out formal education youngsters spend a large part of their live in the company 
of other youngsters. In this period, youngsters are educated in things that there parents have 
no knowledge of. They have to make decisions on educational and job careers, and with rapid 
cultural and societal changes, youngsters can no longer turn to their parents and can only seek 
advice among peers. The same holds for sexual practices, where youngsters ﬁnd it difﬁcult to 
consult their parents. Youngsters have to ﬁgure it out for themselves.
Youngsters are also relatively and increasingly wealthy. In the Netherlands, youngsters be-
tween the ages of 12 and 19 have on average about 1380 euro to spend each year, which totals to 
two billion euro (or two and a half billion dollars). In the United States youngsters between the 
ages of 12 and have an estimated 150 billion dollars to spend each year. On top of this, young-
sters inﬂuence their parents in their buying decisions. Pester power is the name given to marketing 
techniques which encourage children to nag their parents to purchase a particular product. This 
makes youngsters a signiﬁcant target group for commerce. By now a whole market especially for 
youngsters has emerged, with special magazines, music and clothing.
 
The transition between childhood and adulthood used to be relatively short and was usually ac-
companied by a ritual, or rite of passage, that marked the crossing of this threshold. These rites 
of passage are still common in other societies. Some of these practices in preliterate societies 
seem incomprehensible and absurd. Among the Bemba tribe of Africa, for example, girls are al-
legedly required to kill a chicken by sitting on its head. Other practices are particularly painful. 
In the Sepik region of Papua New Guinea scariﬁcation is used as a rite of passage, whereby the 
resulting scars represent the teeth marks of a crocodile. The Asmat Aborigines’ initiation rite for 
boys consists of tooth extraction, piercing of the nasal septum and scariﬁcation of the chest. And 
supposedly the hype of bungee jumping began as a rite of passage into manhood by tribesmen in 
the Pentecostal Islands off New Guinea.
The rites of passage literature often invokes spatial metaphors to explain the signiﬁcance of 
these rites (most notably van Gennep, 1909). A rite of passage is like a domestic threshold or 
a frontier between two nations. Such places are ‘neither here nor there’ but rather ‘betwixt and 
between’. Just as a person moving from outside to inside a living room is met with ritualized ges-
tures (handshaking, greeting, or hugging), so one who crosses a national boundary is subjected 
to passport checking and customs, the required ceremonial gestures. Since the threshold zone is 
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a no-man’s-land, it is dangerous, full of symbolic meaning, and guarded. A rite of passage is a set 
of symbol-laden actions by means of which one passes through this dangerous zone, negotiating 
it safely and memorably (Grimes, 2000).
In the western modern civilization with it lengthened period of social maturity, the rites 
of passage that focus on the crossing of a threshold between childhood and adulthood have 
changed. There is no longer a clear-deﬁned threshold between childhood and adulthood. Instead 
adolescence is a kind of no-man’s-land. Youngsters are neither children, nor adults. They are 
truly ‘betwixt and between’, and this for a considerable time. During this period, spanning as 
long as ten years, there is a random series of experiences that may function as rites of passage. 
At different ages youngsters may legally drive a car, get married, own and control property, buy 
alcoholic drinks and tobacco, enter military service, and vote. But it is only until youngsters are 
21 that they are self-supporting and are taken seriously by society.
In addition to these cultural and juridical markers, youngsters have developed a set of do-
it-yourself rites of passage. Some of them are remarkably similar to those in more traditional 
societies. In particular tattoos are increasingly popular amongst youngsters. In Western society, 
somewhere between ﬁve and thirty percent of the population has at least one decorative tattoo, 
generally applied on a young age. The number of applications of new tattoos among youngsters 
seems to increase. Once perceived to have negative connotations such as delinquency and de-
viant behavior, tattoos are now shown by supermodels, pop stars and idols (for instance the 
English soccer hero David Beckham). Having oneself tattooed (but the same holds for piercings) 
has something important in common with rites of passage in preliterate societies: it is a painful 
experience and the applied tattoo is a marker for maturity. The difference however is crucial: 
modern rituals are made up by youngsters themselves and they do not provide formal entrance 
to the world of the adults.
So halfway the twentieth century in the western world a new species appears: youth. Physically 
mature at the age of twelve, but not admitted to the world of the adults until their 21st, they are 
conﬁned to a sort of limbo land. Compulsory education forces this sizeable group to interact 
with each other on a daily base for several years. Adolescents are faced with problems they can 
only discuss with peers. And adolescents have quit a bit of money to spend. Under these condi-
tions the birth of youth culture is unavoidable.
Although disputable, we like to pinpoint the birth of youth culture on April 12, 1954, when 
Bill Haley and the Comets recorded their song ‘Rock around the clock’. It became the anthem of 
rock-and-roll. Estimates state that Haley eventually sold over 25 million copies of the record. 
Rock-and-roll music was born and it spread fast throughout the western world. In July 1954, 
Elvis Presley recorded ‘That’s alright Mama’. The sexy hip shaking in his live performances 
earned him the nickname ‘Elvis the Pelvis’, and excited young fans, especially females, to wild 
adoration. This was so worrying that Ed Sullivan insisted that the cameras only ﬁlm Presley from 
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the waist up, when he performed in his television show. Nonetheless, the show was viewed by 
52 million people - one out of every three Americans.
In 1956 the movie Rock Around The Clock can into circulation, featuring live performances of 
artists like Bill Haley, the Platters and Tony Martinez. The movie led to wild behavior in cinemas 
as young audiences danced in the aisles and ripped out seats. In some places in the Netherlands 
the movie was shown mute, in several major cities it was banned altogether. As a result young 
people took to the streets to demonstrate for their right to see and hear the ﬁlm. Popular music 
was made especially for youngsters and they used it as a means of communication. Adults did 
not understand, let alone appreciate this new music. They were unable to ﬁgure out the meaning 
of lyrics like “a-wop-bop-a-loo-lop a-lop-bam-boo” and “see you later alligator”.
Shifting patterns of consumerism and new techniques of mass production also contributed to 
the emergence of a youth market. During the 1950s, a range of commodities designed speciﬁcally 
for the young appeared: fashion clothes, cosmetics and jewelry as well as new commodities such 
as plastic 45-rpm records and portable transistor radios. With the spreading out of rock-and-roll 
music, youngsters developed a distinct way of life, consisting of a typical philosophy of life, and 
distinctive clothing, symbols, rituals, behavior, music and slang.
Not long after the birth of youth culture, it fragmented into numerous distinct cultures. In 
the Netherlands, the ﬁrst youth cultures to arise are the artistics and the cowlicks. Artistics, 
with their hair combed to the front, generally had a higher education, got their inspiration from 
America or Paris, France, and were interested in art, jazz music, existentialist philosophy and 
literature. Cowlicks, with their hair combed to the back, generally had a lower education, often 
had a job in a factory and liked to ride their moped or engage in a ﬁght. In Germany the latter 
are called ‘Halbstarken’, in England ‘Teddyboys’, in France ‘Blousons noirs’, in Italy ‘Ortilloni’s’ 
and in Russia ‘Stilagi’.
However, these two groups turn out to be just the beginning. From 1960 onwards, a wide 
range of youth cultures appear: hippie or ﬂower power, hard-rock or metal, reggae, punk-rock, 
disco, new-wave, skinhead, hip hop, hardcore, house, techno, straight edge and gabber. Each 
youth culture has its own focal concern. Some youth cultures center around music, others are 
politically orientated. Most of these youth cultures persist or even see a revival. Hippie still exist 
as ‘alternative’ and punk made a revival twenty years after its birth.
On top of this fragmentization of youth, we can see an international trend of individualization. 
People are increasingly left to their own devices in making major life decisions, while the inﬂu-
ence of social milieu, gender, church and local communities declines steadily. The individual 
must make decisions and choose identities from an increasingly complex range of options. Peo-
ple are supposed to develop themselves as self determining ‘individuals’. In late modern society, 
it is the norm to be an individual and to not be a member of a group. Personal identity seems to 
be valued over social identity.
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The broad range of choices coupled with an aversion to group membership, might very well 
leave people in a state of chronic doubt. To see how youngsters nowadays cope with these con-
ﬂicting pressures we look at these trends of fragmentization and individualization on several 
realms. We will focus on three domains that are of importance in the process of identity forma-
tion: education, religion and youth culture. In the ﬁrst part of this thesis we focus on academic 
education and look for a shared culture in the university of Nijmegen and the university of 
Leuven in Belgium. We wonder if students form a homogeneous group or whether the student 
population is fragmentized.
In the second part of this thesis we look at religion. Institutional religion used to be a central 
topic in most peoples life, but – particularly in the Netherlands – church membership has de-
clined drastically. This does not necessarily mean that youngsters reject religion altogether. We 
will examine the way in which youngsters nowadays construct their own religion and philosophy 
of life. In particular the practice of prayer might help us to understand the religious behavior of 
modern youngsters in an individualized society.
In the third part of this thesis we focus on youth culture because this is a typical and recent 
domain of categorization and self deﬁnition among youngsters. We study the psychological func-
tion of youth cultures and we want to know how individualization has changed the structure of 
youth cultures.
Part 1
Fragmentization 
of the academic world
Chapter 1 University cultures at the Catholic University of Nijmegen1
A catholic university in its name combines two elements that refer to a concept of unity. The 
church of the ﬁrst centuries understood catholicity to mean wholeness and totality. The word 
catholic comes from the Greek word katholikos (or kata holon), meaning according to the whole. The 
term referred to the inward unity of the church.
The word university is derived from the Latin word universitas, meaning unity. Since its origin 
in the 12th century, university presented itself as a whole. Although universities had several fac-
ulties (beginning with the four faculties of theology, arts, law and medicine in the 13th century; 
Verger, 1978), they formed a civitas academica; an academic community with strong solidarity 
between teachers and students. The aim of an academic study was to shape a youngster into 
a homo universalis. The German Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767-1835) had a great inﬂuence in 
Europe with his vision of an ideal university. In his view, universities were supposed to realize a 
unity of research and apprenticeship, schooling and upbringing, for the purpose of an all-round 
humanistic education2. Following lectures was inessential: the important thing was to live for 
oneself and for science for a few years in a small community with like-minded peers, knowing 
they were in the company of well-educated adults who dedicate themselves to the furthering and 
spreading of science3 (Von Humboldt, 1959). This ideal has long been endorsed.
There was little variance in this academic world: students as well as staff were upper-class, 
conservative-liberal males. This shared background was reﬂected in shared opinions and world 
views, and led to criteria for selection that helped keep the variance small. By no means was this 
academic world a reﬂection of the outside world, neither was the student population a reﬂection 
1 Published as: Prins, M., Janssen, J., Van Uden, M., & Van Halen, C. (2003). Cultural diversity in a catholic university. International Journal of 
Education and Religion, 4 (2), 168-185.
2 “die Verwirklichung der Einheit von Forschung und Lehre, Bildung und Erziehung in organischer Verbindung zur allseitigen humanistischen 
Bildung der Studenten”.
3 “Das Kollegienhören ist nur Nebensache, das Wesentliche, daß man in enger Gemeinschaft mit Gleichgestimmten und Gleichaltrigen, und 
dem Bewußtseyn, daß es am gleichen Ort eine Zahl schon vollendet Gebildeter gebe, die sich nur der Erhöhung und Verbreitung der Wissen-
schaft widmen, eine Reihe von Jahren sich und der Wissenschaft lebe.” (p. 114)
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of the young generation. The traditional student was, as Pinner (1963) called it, stratum-orient-
ed. Study was only a temporary interruption of his belonging to a particular stratum. Students 
were student through ascription: their qualities or attributes were independent of any speciﬁc 
expected performance (Parsons, 1951).
In the second half of this century, things began to change. Snow (1956) was probably one 
of the ﬁrst to see a division emerging in the academic world. He saw two groups: the literary 
intellectuals and the scientists, and between them “a gulf of mutual incomprehension - some-
times hostility and dislike, but most of all lack of understanding” (p. 4). He used the term ‘two 
cultures’, meaning that either of the two groups had common attitudes, common standards and 
patterns of behavior, common approaches and assumptions. Much to his surprise, this publica-
tion led to a controversy in the academic world. Although for many it was an eye-opener, others 
wanted to uphold the ideal of a civitas academica, and insisted that even if an academic division 
existed, surely the term ‘cultures’ was too strong, and this division was just a result of differ-
ences between ﬁelds of study.
Perhaps the best-known way to classify the special characteristics of scientiﬁc communities, 
is the Biglan classiﬁcation. Biglan (1973) distinguishes three dimensions which characterize aca-
demic faculties: the hard-soft dimension (concern with a single paradigm), the pure-applied di-
mension (concern with application), and the life-nonlife dimension (concern with life systems). 
These three dimensions characterize scientiﬁc communities on the basis of discipline subject 
matter. However, focusing strictly on the subject matter was found to be inadequate when trying 
to capture the diversity of disciplinary and interdisciplinary ﬁelds (Stoecker, 1993). In an attempt 
to expand on Biglan’s concepts, Becher (1989) adds the social dimensions convergent/divergent 
and rural/urban. Although not a part of his research, he argues that academic groups (i.e. profes-
sors and staff) have their own traditions and taboos, their territories and boundaries, their ﬁelds 
of competition and their pecking orders, their tacit knowledge and hidden assumptions, and 
their speciﬁc patterns of communication, publication, division of labor, hierarchies and careers. 
Somewhat mockingly, he calls these groups ‘tribes’.
Thus disciplines have traits that cannot be explained only by their epistemological characteristics. 
To describe the characteristics of disciplines, the concept of culture is sufﬁciently wide and complex to 
cover all the relevant traits, from everyday life to the cognitive and social structures in the disciplines 
(Huber, 1990). So it appears that Snow was right when he spoke of ‘cultures’. As he explained in his 
second look (1964), he chose the word culture carefully, and used the concept to denote a group of 
people linked by common habits, common assumptions and a common ‘way of life’ (p. 64).
The notion that discipline communities differ in cultural practices and preferences in the 
private lives of their members, is supported with research. In the United States, Gaff and Wilson 
(1971) have discerned four, what they call faculty cultures: the humanities, the social sciences, 
the natural sciences and the professional sciences. They see fundamental differences between 
professors of the four faculty cultures, differences “that extend beyond subject matters into the 
realm of values and ideology”. Clear distinctions were found between the four faculty cultures 
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on the level of educational values, teaching orientation, and life-style. As for life-style, differ-
ences were found between professors of the four cultures in the ﬁelds of the activities they enjoy, 
their political and their religious orientation. Similarly: in a study of the professorate at universi-
ties in Paris in the 1960s Bourdieu (1988) came across a division between the faculties of sci-
ence, arts, law and medicine that cannot be derived simply from the subject. He argues that the 
academic ﬁeld (‘le champ scientiﬁque’) consists of disciplines, which can only be understood in 
their relations to each other, and that these relations transcend academic issues but also reﬂect 
the social structure in economic, cultural and social power.
So, the academic world is no longer a unity but is made up of faculty cultures that center 
around items not related to the subject matter of the academic ﬁelds, but are related to life-style, 
values and ideology. At the same time however, a catholic university suggests a more or less ex-
plicit catholic identity that could have a binding effect. Such a university possesses typical iden-
tity features that bind the staff as well as the students, and have a continuity over time (de Wolff, 
2000). In an interaction between university culture and university organization, the identity of 
the university is created. This identity can be described as the total of values, norms and expecta-
tions that give direction to the activities of the staff of the university (Hermans, 1994).
It is conceivable that the explicit catholic identity of a university is capable of somehow coun-
terbalancing the fragmenting tendency that we ﬁnd in the academic world. A catholic university 
might very well still have one identity for the university as a whole. In our research, we wonder 
whether one shared identity or culture in the catholic university of Nijmegen, the Netherlands, 
can be found. And if such an overarching university culture does not exist, we wonder if we can 
still ﬁnd a sub-structure in which this catholic identity can be detected.
The Problem
In this century important changes have taken place at the Dutch university. The Dutch govern-
ment has tried hard to increase accessibility of the university and has developed a system of 
study grants that is open to everybody, and is (still) among the best in Europe (Koppen, 1991: 
45). As a result of this, the number of students has grown rapidly1. Three waves of emancipation 
can be distinguished. With the dissipation of ﬁnancial barriers, youngsters from middle- and 
lower classes now have the opportunity to study2. The second emancipation lies in the growing 
number of religious, particularly Roman Catholic, youngsters to enter university3. Thirdly the 
number of girls entering university is growing rapidly4.
1 The number of students in the Netherlands was 2,800 in 1900, and 185,200 in 1995. The strongest growth took place after the introduction 
of the system of study grants in 1954: in the 1900-1955 period the number of students increased yearly by an average of 500; in the period 
1955-1995 this average increase was almost 4,000 (CBS 1979; CBS 1996).
2 Participation in academic education from lower social classes has more than doubled in the 1936-1975 period (Koppen, 1991). It is difﬁcult to 
ﬁnd recent accurate data, since records no longer include social origin. The few data that are available cannot be compared because of different 
deﬁnitions of social class.
3 In 1900 only 7% of the students were Roman Catholics, in 1955 this had risen to 27% (Matthijssen, 1958). More recent data is hard to obtain.
4 In 1900 only 5% of the students in the Netherlands were female; their number grew steadily to 15% in 1950, then more rapidly to 25% in 
1975, until it reached 46% in 1995 (CBS, div.).
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The growing number of students from different backgrounds has led to an increase in vari-
ance in the population of students. Students are no longer student by ascription, they are now 
student by achievement, or vocation-oriented (Pinner, 1963). The right of birth has been re-
placed by the right of accomplishment and the accent has shifted from qualities or attributes to 
performance (Parsons, 1951).
The broadening of the variance in the population of students was stronger in Nijmegen than 
in other universities since the three waves of emancipation were more pronounced at the Catho-
lic University in Nijmegen. The university was founded in 1923 as an explicit attempt to emanci-
pate the Roman Catholic part of the population. This need for emancipation was ﬁrst formulated 
in 1900 by Poelhekke, who pointed out that only about 2% of the Dutch professors and 6% of the 
students were Catholics, against about 40% of the Dutch population at large (Poelhekke, 1990). 
Poelhekke’s publication brought about a renewal of cultural awareness of Roman Catholics, led 
to an increase in the number of Catholic students and the foundation of a Catholic university 
in Nijmegen (Matthijssen, 1958). The geographic location of Nijmegen was a natural one, since 
most Catholics live in the southern part of the Netherlands.
In other aspects, too, the university of Nijmegen differs from the other Dutch universities. 
The number of students from lower and middle social classes is the highest in Nijmegen (Kop-
pen, 1991), and the relative number of girl students is higher than nationally (57% and 46%, 
respectively, in 1995/1996).
The present study focuses on cultural differences between academic disciplines, and it does so 
on the level of students. Moreover, we focus on students from a catholic university, since catholic 
universities have a double focus on unity. If unity can still be found in the academic world, it 
must be sought at a catholic university. The question is whether there is one shared identity or 
culture in the catholic university of Nijmegen. If there is no such overarching university culture, 
can we identify and describe faculty cultures and can we ﬁnd a sub-structure in which a catholic 
identity still exists.
 
Method
In 1992 little over 1,100 questionnaires were sent to students of all disciplines of the catholic 
university of Nijmegen in the Netherlands. 506 Questionnaires (45%) were returned, giving a 
representative view of the student population of Nijmegen. The average age of the sample is 
22,3 years.
To ﬁnd and describe the cultures, a wide range of variables were included in the question-
naire. As Hochbaum (1976) rightly points out: “it is important for the researcher to be aware of 
the whole system. With the whole system in mind he is less likely to reify the component he is 
investigating (...), or to reduce the system to one level.” Therefore we have gathered informa-
tion about students that concern three categories of world views: philosophy of life (including 
religious opinions), politics, and science (items related to scientiﬁc opinions and attitudes, but 
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unrelated to choice or preference of a ﬁeld of study). To reduce the great amount of information, 
several scales were constructed on the basis of factor analysis (principal-components analysis 
with varimax rotation) (see appendix A).
With regard to politics, four scales were constructed: a political left-right scale (V6: reliability 
Cronbachs Alpha = .76), a scale measuring political interest (V26: reliability Cronbachs Alpha 
= .85), a scale for parliamentary political activity (V22: reliability Cronbachs Alpha = .87), and 
a scale for extra-parliamentary political activity (V8: reliability Cronbachs Alpha = .88). Also 
included in the analysis is the political party a person voted for (V7).
With regard to the philosophy of life, the following scales were constructed: involvement 
in social affairs (V14: reliability Cronbachs Alpha = .84), career orientation (V27: reliability 
Cronbachs Alpha = .78), family-mindedness (V24: reliability Cronbachs Alpha = .76), and per-
sonal development (V17: reliability Cronbachs Alpha = .74). Also included are questions about 
reading a news magazine (V15), going to Studium Generale lectures (V3), seeing religion as 
important in the way one looks at life (V10), reading about or watching TV programs concerning 
religion (V18), and going to church (V25).
With regard to science, items were included that measure academic attitudes and opinions. 
These items are science-oriented, but not in themselves faculty-oriented. Six scales were con-
structed: job orientation (V4: reliability Cronbachs Alpha = .88), cognitive interest (theoretical 
orientation) (V23: reliability Cronbachs Alpha = .82), democratisation of the university (V12: 
reliability Cronbachs Alpha = .84), political relevance of study (V16: reliability Cronbachs Alpha 
= .84), belief in the importance of science for society (V28: reliability Cronbachs Alpha = .77), 
and the social aspect of study (V29: reliability Cronbachs Alpha = .79). Furthermore questions 
were asked about seeing science as important for the way one looks at life (V20), the amount of 
time one studies (V1), talk with others about one’s study (V11), whether one thinks about the 
study outside the university (V5), the chances of getting a job in the ﬁeld of study (V2), whether 
or not one would accept a job that is not related to the ﬁeld of study (V19), the amount of time 
one thinks is needed to ﬁnish the study (V9), and membership of a fraternity/sorority (V13). 
The gender of the student was also included in the analysis (V21). All these variables were 
treated as independent variables.
The scores on the various scales ranged from 1 to 5, but the results were converted to di-
chotomous variables, using the mean score of the total group of respondents. The discipline the 
students belong to was taken as the dependent variable. Only those disciplines were included 
that had ﬁve or more respondents, which leaves 24 disciplines.
The technique used to combine this amount of information was a correspondence analysis. 
Correspondence analysis is a technique especially suited for nominal data, and is based on the 
frequencies in cross tabulations. One of the objectives of correspondence analysis is to graphi-
cally reﬂect the relationship between rows and columns in a table. The technique uses the Chi-
square distances to plot a two-dimensional graph. The plot that we obtained by a correspond-
ence analysis visualizes relations between variables and shows us which variables cluster.
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Two things are important for the interpretation of the plot. First, the distance between a 
variable and the center. The greater the distance, the more outstanding this variable is. Variables 
that are close to the center are less outstanding and less relevant. Second: the angle between 
(imaginary) lines from the center to variables. The smaller the angle, the greater the correlation 
between the two variables. Two variables that lie on the same line are highly correlated. An angle 
of 90 degrees means zero correlation, while an angle of 180 degrees means a negative correlation 
(Lammers et al., 1989).
 
Results
Since a faculty culture is made up of a ﬁeld of characteristics not intrinsically linked with the 
content of the study, it should be possible to reproduce the academic ﬁeld by looking at lifestyle 
variables. In a correspondence analysis, variables that are not directly related to the ﬁeld of study 
plot 1 Correspondence analysis of academic disciplines and variables not directly related to the ﬁeld of study.
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are set off against the disciplines chosen by students. The variables that are used fall within three 
domains: philosophy of life (including religious opinions), political orientation and science ori-
entation (items related to scientiﬁc opinions and attitudes, but unrelated to a ﬁeld of study). The 
outcome of the analysis is a two-dimensional plot, in which the two dimensions account for 45 
percent of the variance (the ﬁrst dimension explains 27,6%, the second dimension 17,5%). This 
may seem little, but when we consider that it takes 23 dimensions to account for 100 percent of 
the variance, the fact that the ﬁrst two dimensions explain almost half of the variance is not bad 
at all. In the plot we can see that clustering indeed occurs.
In this plot, only the dependent variables, the academic disciplines, are depicted. The inde-
pendent variables are of course included in the analysis, but are not depicted because it would 
make the plot indecipherable since there are 29 independent variables that contain a total of 62 
categories (28 variables are dichotomous, and one variable (the political party preference) con-
tains six categories). These independent variables are listed in appendix A, sorted by domain, 
and numbered in an order that reﬂects the strength of their contribution to the plot.
The disciplines are scattered in all directions, but six clusters can be distinguished. To make 
interpretation easier, gray areas were added to the plot to indicate these clusters. We will de-
scribe these six faculty cultures one at a time and give the variables that are typical for them.
The medical faculty culture
The ﬁrst cluster is the medical faculty culture. It comprises the disciplines of dentistry, medical 
science, health sciences1, and biology.
The majority of the students in this cluster are female (72% vs. 62% in total sample), and 
most strongly so in the health sciences (93%). They are family minded: they want to get married, 
start a family and grow old with the person they love. Most of them (74%) do not read news 
magazines. Politically they are not very outspoken; they are not politically interested, and not 
politically active. Most of them vote for D’66, the liberal democratic party2. They spend a lot of 
time studying, on average 41 hours a week (the average in the total sample is 31 hours a week), 
and they expect to need a long time to ﬁnish it. Their study plays an important role in their lives, 
and they talk about it with others. Almost none of them are members of a sorority/fraternity, but 
60% are members of a student association. They prefer to get a job in the line of their study, and 
they perceive this chance as reasonably good.
  
The natural science faculty culture
This faculty culture comprises the disciplines of physics, chemistry, and mathematics and com-
puting science. Students in this cluster are similar to those in the medical cluster, the most strik-
1 The discipline of health sciences is a recent one, and deals with ‘modern’ medical issues like prevention, evaluation of the health care system, 
and the impact of environmental factors on health.
2 The name D’66, is an abbreviation of ‘Democrats 1966’. The party was founded in 1966, as a reaction to the pillarization of the political system. It 
is a pragmatic liberal party and does not adhere to any ideology. D’66 is the most popular political party among all students: 38% would vote for it.
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ing difference being that while 72% of the medical students are female, only 21% of the natural 
science students are female. The natural sciences are typically male studies.
Even more than the students in the medical cluster, students in this cluster are hard workers; 
they spend 45 hours a week on their study, and they expect to need a long time to ﬁnish it. 60% 
are members of a student association. Study does not play an important role in their lives; they 
don’t talk about it very much. They don’t feel that their study should be politically or philosophi-
cally relevant (‘give you insight in political or ethical matters’), nor do they appreciate the social 
aspect of studying (‘making friends, have regular contacts with fellow students’), the important 
thing is to acquire theoretical knowledge. After university, they are sure to ﬁnd a job that is in 
the line of their study.
They are not very socially involved, nor are they interested in personal growth (‘forming your 
own philosophy of life, getting to know oneself better, listening and being emphatic to others’ 
etc.), and 77% don’t read news magazines. Religion does not play a great role in their lives; 
three-quarters of them do not consider themselves to be members of any religious persuasion, 
they don’t go to church, they don’t watch or listen to programs about religious topics, and more 
than half of them say they never talk about religious subjects. Politically they stand on the right 
wing of the political spectrum (‘society is fair; people have equal opportunities, although some 
people are leaders and others followers; family, morality and decency need to be protected’), 
more so than students in the other faculty cultures. However, they are not politically active: a 
quarter of them don’t know what party to vote for, the others vote liberal democrats (D’66) or 
Christian. They feel that science should have a greater impact on society and politics: politicians 
should listen more to scientists and should invest more in science, because science - in their eyes 
- is necessary to keep this world going around.
  
The professional faculty culture
This culture comprises the disciplines of applied economic science, business administration, 
environmental science, spatial planning, law, management and policy science, and human ge-
ography. This cluster contains two faculties: law, and (with the exception of political science) 
policy sciences.
Half of the students in this cluster are male. They are not involved in social affairs (‘not 
interested in environmental issues, reforming society, combat poverty’ etc.), and they are not 
interested in personal growth (‘forming own philosophy of life, getting to know oneself better, 
listening and being emphatic to others’ etc.). What they are interested in is achieving, getting 
ahead in society, getting a job that pays well. Religion does not play an important part in their 
lives, they do not watch programs or read articles concerning religious topics.
Students in these ﬁelds are right-wing. They are very interested in political issues, and vote 
for political parties on the right side of the spectrum: liberal democrat (D’66), Christian or con-
servative. Half of them are politically active in a parliamentary manner (‘supporting a political 
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candidate, being a member of a political party, going to political meetings’ etc.), but only a few 
of them in an extra-parliamentary manner.
They are not very interested in their study; it has no impact on their lives. They don’t work 
hard (26 hours a week), and they feel they can ﬁnish their study in a relatively short period (5 
years). They do not feel that students should have a greater say in university matters, they do 
not feel the need for any political relevance of their study, they are not interested in acquiring 
theoretical knowledge, nor do they feel that science should play a greater role in politics or so-
ciety. In their spare time they are not occupied with their study, although 18% are members of 
a fraternity/sorority (more than other cultures, 12% in total sample). Their study is focused on 
a career and getting a job and a good social position, and students in this cluster are convinced 
that they will ﬁnd a job in the line of their study.
  
The social faculty culture
This culture comprises the disciplines of political science, communication science, and history. 
Students in this cluster are the least family-minded: getting married and starting a family does 
not have any priority. They are more interested in their personal development: forming their 
own philosophy of life, getting to know oneself better, listening and being emphatic to others 
etc. Most of them read news magazines (63%). Religion does not play an important part in their 
lives; they don’t feel attracted to any religious denomination, and they don’t go to church.
Politically they are moderately left-wing: they vote for the liberal democrat (D’66) or socialist 
parties. They are politically interested and active, both in a parliamentary (‘supporting a political 
candidate, being a member of a political party, going to political meetings’ etc.) and in a extra-
parliamentary manner (‘taking part in a political demonstration or march, supporting strikes, 
making or distributing political pamphlets’ etc.).
Their study does not play an important role in their lives either; off campus they don’t speak 
about it often. They do not spend much time on their study (26 hours a week, with only 8 hours 
of classes), but they value the social part of studying. They perceive the chance of getting a job in 
their ﬁeld of study as small, but they do not mind taking a job outside their ﬁeld of study.
  
The humanities faculty culture
This culture comprises the disciplines of philosophy, cultural anthropology, educational science, 
sociology, psychology and cognitive science, and languages. In the plot the study of languages is 
located near the center, which means that students in these ﬁelds are not very outspoken; they 
form the common denominator, so to speak. The study of languages contains several small and 
diverging sections which - in additional statistical analyses - were found to be situated near the 
center, but in all directions. The discipline of languages is by no means a coherent culture. How-
ever, since it comes most close to the humanities, it will be considered as one of them.
Students in this cluster are interested in their personal development (‘forming an own phi-
losophy of life, getting to know oneself better, listening and being emphatic to others’ etc.). 
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Politically they are left-wing; they vote for the liberal democrats or one of the small left-wing 
parties (26% versus 20% overall). They are not very much interested in politics, but they are ac-
tive in a mostly extra-parliamentary manner (‘taking part in a political demonstration or march, 
supporting strikes, making or distributing political pamphlets’ etc.).
They don’t see their study as a way of making a career, but as a means of acquiring theoreti-
cal knowledge; they speak about it in their spare time. They think students should have a say in 
matters concerning their study. Only a quarter of them are members of a student association. 
The chances of ﬁnding a job in the line of their study are perceived as doubtful, although they 
would very much like to get a job in that area.
  
The theology faculty culture
This culture only comprises the discipline of theology. Logically speaking, it could be considered 
a part of the faculty culture of humanities, but theology students differ to such a degree that it 
has to be considered a separate faculty culture. Theology students also differ from all the other 
students, which is illustrated in plot 1: the greater the distance between a variable (the discipline 
of theology) and the center, the more outstanding this variable is. This means that we could 
consider languages students as prototypical students, and theology students as the most unchar-
acteristic students of the catholic university of Nijmegen. Considering the catholic identity of 
the university, the latter is peculiar, since most of the theology students call themselves catholic 
(66 percent against an overall of 25 percent). It is the only faculty culture in which the members 
have clear religious beliefs: religion plays a great role in their lives, they read (100%) and watch 
(83%) programs about religious issues, they speak about religious matters (83% regularly) and 
they go to church (33% more than three times a month).
Obviously, there is considerable interaction between study and private life, more than in 
any other faculty culture. In their free time, theology students think and talk a lot about their 
ﬁeld of study. They don’t see their study as a way of making a career, but as a means of acquir-
ing theoretical knowledge. They think students should have a say in matters concerning their 
study, and they feel that the study should be politically or philosophically relevant. Only a small 
percentage are members of a fraternity/sorority, but they do go to general lectures organized by 
the university (Studium Generale). They would like to get a job in their ﬁeld of study, and they 
think they can ﬁnd such a job.
Politically they are left-wing; they vote for the smaller left-wing parties (58% as against 20% 
in the total sample). They are moderately interested in politics, and although not active in a 
parliamentary manner, they are active in a extra-parliamentary manner (‘taking part in a political 
demonstration or march, supporting strikes, making or distributing political pamphlets’ etc.). 
Most of them (58%) read news magazines, are involved in social affairs (‘interested in environ-
mental issues, reforming society, opposing poverty’ etc.), and think that personal development 
is important (‘forming an own philosophy of life, getting to know oneself better, listening and 
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being emphatic to others’ etc.). At the same time they are family minded: they want to get mar-
ried, start a family and grow old with the person they love.
 
Conclusion and discussion
Our research has shown that there is not one shared identity or culture in the catholic university 
of Nijmegen. On the level of students, clusters of disciplines are clearly discernible if we just 
look at extra-academic variables such as lifestyle and political preferences. These clusters of dis-
ciplines constitute six faculty cultures of which we have made a social topography: the medical, 
the natural, the professional, the social, the humanities, and the theology faculty culture. Each 
faculty culture has its own composition of cultural practices and preferences, values, ideology, 
life-style and political and religious orientation.
Almost the same structure of faculty cultures was found earlier by Gaff and Wilson (1971). 
They found four faculty cultures: the professional sciences, the social sciences, the humanities, 
and the natural sciences, but our research indicates that the latter two have to be split (into hu-
manities and theology, and medical and natural, respectively). The structure remains the same. 
Also, the same structure of (six) faculty cultures was found at the catholic university of Leuven 
in Belgium (Prins, Janssen & Hutsebaut, 1997). These are strong indications that a cultural 
fragmentation of the academic world is stable and exists over time. It should not be trivialized, 
as for instance Clark does when he says: “Sociologists who concentrate on characteristics im-
ported into the academic profession by individual members from their personal background and 
prior experiences have been essentially looking at the least important components of academic 
culture.” (Clark, 1987: 107).
The structure of faculty cultures runs remarkably parallel to the faculty division of the uni-
versity. In fact, we have been able to reproduce the classic universitarian faculty structure by 
using cultural variables that as such are not related to the ﬁelds of study. The medical faculty 
culture coincides with the faculty of medical sciences, plus the discipline of biology: all corporal 
disciplines. The natural faculty culture comprises the faculty of natural sciences (minus biology), 
and the faculty of mathematics and computing sciences: all theoretical subjects. The professional 
faculty culture corresponds with the faculties of law, and policy sciences (minus political sci-
ences, which is indeed a bit more abstract). The social faculty culture is a bit odd: it combines 
three disciplines from three different faculties: political, communication and history. This faculty 
culture can be characterized as dealing with people in a somewhat abstract way. This as opposed 
to the faculty culture of the humanities, which deal with people in a more direct way. This faculty 
culture consists of the faculties of social sciences (minus communication science), languages/
arts (minus history), and philosophy. Finally, we have the faculty culture of theology, which deals 
with the supernatural, religious issues.
It is clear that there is no overarching culture at the catholic university of Nijmegen. The uni-
versity is fragmented and six faculty cultures can be identiﬁed. University nowadays looks like 
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an archipelago, a group of islands, with little or no contact between them. Cultural factors play 
an important role in the students’ choice for a discipline and this is something that universities 
have to be aware of. Self-selection (or self-elimination) occurs, and for the faculties this can 
entail an imbalance, or even a cultural impoverishment. Taking academic fragmentation and the 
existence of faculty cultures for granted, or even ignoring or denying it, is not productive.
There is much to be gained in trying to expand the cultural richness of faculties. One way to 
do so, is to try to attract students from (hitherto) different cultural backgrounds. Another way to 
avoid cultural segregation could be an extension of the number of interdisciplinary studies. Gaff 
and Wilson have pointed out that interdisciplinary programs can be “immeasurably enriched by 
the very diversity of the faculty cultures” (Gaff & Wilson, 1971: 201). By providing an opportu-
nity for faculties to meet not only on a scientiﬁc, but also on a cultural level, interdisciplinary 
programs can build a bridge between faculty cultures and thus give the old notion of a universi-
tas a modern shape.
This research also shows that the catholic identity of the university is somewhat lost. Only 
in the faculty culture of theology we can still ﬁnd elements of this catholic identity. Most of the 
theology students are catholic, are interested in matters of religion, read about religious matters, 
speak about it and go to church. Students at the other faculties, and for that matter Dutch young-
sters in general, are in a process of secularization. In Europe as a whole and in the Netherlands 
in particular, the decline in church membership is clearly apparent (Becker & Vink, 1994), es-
pecially among the younger generation (Campiche, 1997). However, only few youngsters reject 
religion explicitly or prefer atheism (Janssen et al., 2000). This gives the catholic university an 
opportunity to redeﬁne its catholic identity.
In order to renew the catholic identity of a university, O’Brien suggests the development of a 
small department of the university to study and reﬂect upon the basic university dogmas (2002). 
This is exactly what the university of Nijmegen has done by creating two special institutions. In 
1999 the Heyendaal Institute was founded, out of need to redeﬁne the mutual relevance of the 
Christian tradition and the contemporary culture. Interdisciplinary cooperation is an explicit ele-
ment of research within this institute. And in 2001 the Soeterbeeck Program started, also with 
a dual goal of striving to give the catholic heritage a place within the identity of the university 
of Nijmegen and attempting to strengthen the intellectual contacts between the islands of the 
academic archipelago (Derkse, 2002).
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Appendix A List of independent variables used in the correspondence analysis. Numbered in order of importance, 
grouped by domains of world view.
variables related to the 
philosophy of life
variables related to politics variables related to science miscellaneous
V3 going to general 
lectures on campus 
(Studium Generale)
V10 role religion plays in 
everyday life
V14 involvement in social 
affairs
V15 read news magazines
V17 importance of personal 
development
V18 read books or articles 
about religious items, 
or watch programs on 
television or listen to 
radio programs about 
religious items
V24 family- mindedness
V25 church-going
V27 career-mindedness
V6 politically left-right
V7 vote for political party
V8 politically active extra-
parliamentary
V22 politically active 
parliamentary 
V26 politically interested
V1 hours spent on 
studying
V2 perceived chances of 
ﬁnding a job in ﬁeld of 
study
V4 seeing the study as a 
way of getting a job
V5 does ﬁeld of study play 
a role in everyday life
V9 perceived amount 
of time necessary to 
complete study
V11 talk about ﬁeld of study 
in everyday life
V12 importance of 
democratization of 
university
V13 member of fraternity
V16 importance of political 
relevance of study
V19 importance of getting a 
job in ﬁeld of study
V20 role study plays in my 
everyday life
V23 importance of acquiring 
theoretical knowledge
V28 role science should 
play in society
V29 importance of social 
aspect of study
V21 gender

Chapter 2 University cultures in Flanders and the Netherlands1
Cultural differences between countries can be considerable, even if the countries are neighbors 
and the same language is spoken there. A good example is the cultural discrepancy between 
Belgium and the Netherlands. These are often mentioned in the same breath - two small, neigh-
boring countries with a partly shared history, both highly industrialized nations with exten-
sive experience of consultation between the social partners and a well-developed welfare state, 
and both with a tradition of denominational hegemony and sociopolitical compartmentalization 
(Hellemans, 1992). There have been few comparative sociocultural studies of the two countries. 
This is partly due to the organizational, theoretical and methodological problems that arise when 
carrying out comparative international macrosociological research in general (Berting, 1983). In 
the speciﬁc case of the Netherlands and Belgium, however, there are other obstacles. Various 
researchers have pointed out that there are fewer descriptive documents available in Belgium 
than in the Netherlands and that the two countries have differing traditions and strategies for 
providing information (Huyse and Berting, 1983). Furthermore, the social sciences are rela-
tively undeveloped in Belgium, so that little comparative international research is carried out, 
and Dutch researchers prefer to compare the Netherlands with higher-status countries whose 
research basis is more solid (Hellemans, 1992). The few comparative studies that have been car-
ried out reveal considerable cultural differences between Belgium and the Netherlands. Hofstede 
(1991) uses data from ﬁfty countries to compare national cultures in terms of four ‘dimensions’: 
social inequality, masculinity/femininity, uncertainty avoidance and individualism/collectiv-
ism. Belgium scores appreciably higher than the Netherlands on social inequality (measured 
by means of a power distance index), which means that Belgians are more inclined than Dutch 
people to expect and accept unequal distribution of power. There are also great differences for 
masculinity/femininity. Belgium is more of a masculine society: social gender roles are clearly 
separated, with men expected to be assertive and tough and oriented towards material success, 
and women expected to be modest and tender and mainly oriented towards quality of life. The 
Netherlands, on the other hand, is far more feminine: social gender roles overlap, and both men 
and women are expected to be modest and oriented towards quality of life. There are again con-
siderable differences when it comes to uncertainty avoidance. Belgians feel more threatened by 
uncertain or unfamiliar situations than Dutch people do, and this is reﬂected in particular by a 
need for predictability in the form of formal or informal rules. Hofstede does not ﬁnd any major 
differences between the two countries for individualism/collectivism.
On the subject of religion and the church, Halman, Dobbelaere, De Moor and Voyé (1992) 
indicate that Dutch people are considerably less than Belgians (or any other Western nation, for 
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that matter) but that the percentage of active church members is higher in the Netherlands than 
in Belgium. The few Dutch people who do go to church are highly committed (Janssen, 1996). 
Furthermore, Belgium is a single-religion country, and the relationship between the Catholic 
Church and the state is different from what it is in the Netherlands. In Belgium (and especially 
the Dutch-speaking region, Flanders) people are implicitly Catholic, and Catholicism is diffusely 
manifest in the culture. However, the two countries do appear to be converging in terms of de-
clining church attendance.
There is almost no cross-cultural research explicitly aimed at young people. The only re-
search of which we are aware is Welten’s 1974 study of young people in the Netherlands and 
Flanders as part of the Youth and Emancipation project (Welten, 1977). One of the differences 
Welten found concerned religion: the Catholic faith is an important part of young Flemings’ 
lives. Another difference concerns information-seeking behavior: young Dutch people displayed 
‘more marked information-seeking behavior than young Flemings.’ A corollary of this was the 
ﬁnding that young people in Flanders felt more powerless in relation to politics than those in the 
Netherlands. They were more likely than young Dutch people to feel that they could not inﬂu-
ence how the country was governed, that there was little difference between political parties and 
that the government should not listen to political parties so much. This last was associated with 
the most striking difference between young people in Flanders and the Netherlands, which re-
curs in various areas and is connected with attitudes to authority relationships. Young Flemings 
are more inclined to accept such relationships in the family, in education and at work. Parents 
in Flanders continue to exert authority over their children for longer, and young people remain 
ﬁnancially and emotionally dependent on their parents for longer. Welten concludes (‘with some 
apprehension’) that ‘the chances of an emancipatory process getting under way among young 
people in Flanders would appear to be less than among those in the Netherlands.’
Cross-cultural studies have fairly consistently shown that Belgium is less emancipated than 
the Netherlands, with stereotyped gender roles, use of rules to avoid uncertainty, implicit Ca-
tholicism, a greater power distance, less need to be informed and a greater tendency to accept 
authority relationships.
The problem
It may be wondered to what extent cultural differences between Belgium and the Netherlands 
can be ascribed to national character. This is a meaningful question, since an explanation for 
the differences is often sought in the historical development of the two countries. Belgium was 
repeatedly colonized by foreign powers, and according to Leirmans (1977) this taught people to 
support and help one another, so that they sought independence in security rather than individual 
freedom and autonomy as in the Netherlands. Hofstede, too, sees a historical explanation for the 
differences, only further back in history – Flanders was part of the Roman Empire, and the Neth-
erlands (at least the part north of the major rivers) was not. ‘The Roman Empire had a single 
center of power – which meant a greater power distance – and a uniform system of laws. The lat-
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ter implies a considerable degree of uncertainty avoidance, which can still be found today in the 
“Latin” countries. Since Flanders was part of the Roman Empire and the Netherlands was not, 
these neighboring countries are remarkably different in their mental programming’ (Hofstede, 
1996). However, the various cross-cultural studies compare either the whole of Belgium with the 
whole of the Netherlands, or Flanders with the whole of the Netherlands. Welten’s study (1977) 
is an example of the latter. It purports to compare young Flemings with young Dutch people in 
general, but the sample does not include any young people from the southern Netherlands, a 
ﬂaw pointed out by Snijders (1977). It is interesting to know whether the cultural differences 
are nationally or regionally determined. If the explanation lies in the historical boundaries of the 
Roman Empire, the cultural differences between Flanders and the southern Netherlands should 
be smaller. For four centuries the northern boundary of the Roman Empire was the Rhine, with 
an army camp at Nijmegen (then known as Noviomagus). Other authors (Janssen and De Hart, 
1993) have pointed out that the major rivers in the Netherlands are a historical border which to 
this day are a visible reminder of the demarcation line at the end of the Eighty Years’ War - the 
boundary between the Protestant north and the Catholic south, and the northern boundary of 
Catholic Europe, which extends southwards from here right down to the Mediterranean. Any 
purported differences between the Netherlands and Flanders may therefore be differences be-
tween the northern Netherlands and Flanders – the cultural differences between Flanders and the 
southern Netherlands (the part south of the major rivers) may be much smaller.
This study provides an opportunity to answer this question. It compares two groups of young 
people: students in the Belgian city of Leuven and the southern Dutch city of Nijmegen. As a 
Catholic university, the University of Nijmegen has traditionally drawn large numbers of stu-
dents from the Catholic southern Netherlands. Of its ﬁrst-year students, 62% come from south 
of the major rivers (CBS, 1995), and there seems no reason to suppose that the proportions are 
any different for students in later years. The two student populations are thus largely matched: 
they are of much the same age and intellectual capacity, are both Dutch-speaking and both come 
from Catholic regions. The ﬁrst research question is whether there are signiﬁcant cultural differ-
ences between students in Leuven and Nijmegen. The focus here is on variables in the ﬁeld of 
politics, philosophy of life and learning.
Young students do not by deﬁnition form a homogeneous group. Student populations are made 
up of clusters. Earlier research at the University of Nijmegen revealed clusters which were referred 
to as university or faculty cultures. Students studying in different faculties turned out to form clus-
ters based on characteristics - such as political orientation - that were unconnected with the sub-
jects they were studying. Subject areas display similarities that extend beyond their speciﬁc content 
and into the cultural ﬁeld (Huber, 1990). Earlier research in the United States (Gaff and Wilson, 
1971) revealed similar faculty cultures. This would indicate that the existence of faculty cultures 
is a general Western phenomenon. If so, there should also be faculty cultures at the University of 
Leuven. Accordingly, the second research question is whether faculty cultures can be found at the 
University of Leuven and, if so, whether they are similar to those at the University of Nijmegen.
The fragmentization of youth  |  Fragmentization of the academic world
24
Method
In 1994 representative samples were taken of the student populations in various faculties at the 
Catholic University of Nijmegen and the Catholic University of Leuven. In Nijmegen, just over 
1,100 questionnaires were sent out; 506 were completed and returned, a response rate of 45%. 
The respondents’ average age was 22, and the majority (63%) were women. Of the 400 question-
naires that were sent out in Leuven, 182 were completed and returned, a response rate of 46%. 
The average age was 21 and the majority (68%) were again women.
The questionnaires included both open- and closed-ended questions. To speed up process-
ing, only the closed-ended questions have been used at this stage. The questions cover a broad 
spectrum which can be roughly divided into three areas: philosophy of life (including religion), 
politics and learning
The two questionnaires were not totally identical. In a few cases there were separate Flemish 
and Dutch versions, for example the question about whether people felt that politicians in Brus-
sels or The Hague knew what really mattered to the man in the street. In most cases the differ-
ences were simply matters of local usage, e.g. ‘going to mass’ (in Belgium) and ‘going to church’ 
(in the Netherlands) or the different local terms for ‘living in digs’. Data input was also carried 
out separately. The data sets were subsequently merged, and the following analyses are based 
on the merged sets. The questionnaires partly consisted of ﬁve-point scales which respondents 
could use to indicate to what extent they agreed with a particular statement. To keep this vast 
quantity of data manageable, the scales were constructed with the help of factor analysis (prin-
cipal component analysis with varimax rotation). Variables that loaded negatively were reversed 
when constructing the scales. Items that loaded on a single factor were then subjected to reli-
ability analysis, and if necessary some variables were eliminated in order to make the scale more 
reliable (measured using Cronbach’s alpha score, from 0 to a maximum of 1). In general, scales 
with an alpha score greater than 0.70 are considered reliable.
Four scales were constructed for philosophy of life: social commitment (awareness of social 
problems and a wish to remedy them; alpha = 0.85), materialism (money, a job, physical attrac-
tiveness, a house of one’s own; alpha = 0.77), domesticity (getting married, having children and 
growing old together; alpha = 0.76) and personal development (developing your own lifestyle, 
getting to know yourself; alpha = 0.73).
Five scales were constructed for politics: interest in politics (interest in and understanding of 
political developments; alpha = 0.86), a left-wing/right-wing scale (awareness of injustice and a 
wish to remedy it; alpha = 0.74), a less reliable anti-political scale (no faith in politics, individu-
als and strong leaders rather than manifestoes; alpha = 0.60), and two scales for party political 
activity (taking time to work for a political party or organization; alpha = 0.87) and non-party 
political activity (taking part in demonstrations, strikes and so on; alpha = 0.87) respectively.
Finally, there were seven scales for learning: career orientation (university as a path to a 
career and social status; alpha = 0.89), democratization of the university (having a say in one’s 
own studies; alpha = 0.85), philosophical relevance of studies (must give students an under-
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standing of essential questions; alpha = 0.82), cognitive interest (interest in acquiring theoreti-
cal knowledge; alpha = 0.81), social life (importance of social contacts while at university; alpha 
= 0.80), the inﬂuence of learning on society (politicians and government should listen more 
closely to academics; alpha = 0.78), cutbacks in spending (the quality of the university is threat-
ened by cutbacks; alpha = 0.73).
Almost all the scales satisfy the criterion that Cronbach’s alpha score must be greater than 
0.70, the only exception being the anti-politics scale. However, since there is evidence in the 
literature that young Belgians are often anti-political (Welten, 1977), it was decided to use this 
scale after all.
Cantril scales (Cantril, 1965) were also used. Here respondents are asked to describe what 
they see as their most positive, hopeful picture and their most negative, terrifying picture of the 
future, with reference to (a) themselves, (b) university and (c) society1. They are then ask to 
mark their answers using a ten-point scale, the most positive picture of the future being marked 
as 10 and the most negative picture as 1. The individual respondent thus deﬁne the extremes of 
the scale themselves2. In order to place things within a time scale, respondents are asked to do 
this with reference to the present, the past and the future. In short, they must ‘mark’ themselves, 
the university and society in the present, the past and the future. Only these ladder scores have 
been used in this study.
Results
The ﬁrst research question concerns the differences between the student populations in Nijmeg-
en and Leuven. Our study revealed a large number of signiﬁcant differences between students 
in the two cities. These variables were subjected to a factor analysis to determine whether there 
was a structure in them. The analysis revealed ﬁve factors which will be brieﬂy described. Factor 
analysis is simply an aid in describing the differences clearly. The frequency distributions of the 
original items will also be mentioned for clarity’s sake.
The ﬁrst factor is religion. Religion plays a greater part in the lives of students in Leuven: they 
pray more often, go to church more often and have more faith in God or a supreme power. Strik-
ingly, students in the two cities read and talk about religious topics equally often, and students 
in Nijmegen actually watch or listen to programs on religious topics more often, even though 
they are less religious (see Table 1).
1 The questions read: ‘If you were to paint as positive/negative a mental picture of your life as possible, what would your life be like?’, ‘If you were 
to paint as positive/negative a mental picture of the future of the university as possible, what would it be like in about ten years’ time?’ and ‘If you 
were to pa?
2 The scale is therefore known as the Self-Anchoring Striving Scale. For further details, see Van den Hurk, 1989.
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Table 1 Signiﬁcant differences between students in Leuven and Nijmegen with regard to religion
Variable/scale Nijmegen Leuven Sign.
Does religion play a part in your outlook on life?
 1 yes
 2 indirectly
 3 no
2.2
22%
38%
40%
1.9
35%
43%
22%
.00
Do you ever pray?
 1 yes, often
 2 yes, regularly
 3 sometimes
 4 never
3.1
9%
12%
34%
45%
2.8
14%
22%
35%
30%
.00
Nijmegen: How often do you go to church or religious gatherings?
Leuven: How often do you go to mass (not including funerals, weddings, etc.)?
 1 regularly
 2 fairly regularly
 3 sometimes
 4 hardly ever/never
3.5
7%
5%
18%
70%
2.7
33%
5%
21%
41%
.00
I sometimes take part in student church [Leuven: university parish] services or 
activities
2% 27%
Do you believe in a higher reality?
 I do not believe in a higher power/higher being/God
 I do not know if there is a higher power/higher being/God
 There is a higher power/higher being
 There is a God
15%
42%
31%
12%
7%
37%
39%
17%
.01
I read books/articles on religious topics
 1 regularly
 2 occasionally
 3 seldom or never
2.5
10%
36%
54%
2.5
8%
34%
58%
.43
I watch or listen to TV or radio programmes on religious topics
 1 regularly
 2 occasionally
 3 seldom or never
2.6
5%
35%
60%
2.8
1%
19%
80%
.00
I have conversations on religious topics
 1 regularly
 2 occasionally
 3 seldom or never
2.2
17%
49%
34%
2.2
15%
50%
35%
.66
Students in Leuven are clearly more religious than those in Nijmegen. Thirty-three per cent of 
students in Leuven regularly go to mass, although only 17% of them believe in God and only 
1% regularly watch or listen to programs on religious topics. Most students in Nijmegen do not 
believe in God and do not go to church, but they are more interested in religious topics that stu-
dents in Leuven. These ﬁndings are in line with earlier studies indicating that Dutch people are 
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less religious than Belgians, but that there are more active church members in the Netherlands 
than in Belgium (Halman, Dobbelaere, De Moor and Voyé, 1992; Janssen and De Hart, 1993; 
Janssen, 1996). Being religious is still a cultural constant in Belgium. In the Netherlands there 
is greater polarization: churches are increasingly empty, but those who still attend them appear 
to be increasingly involved.
The second factor is society. It is made up of the Cantril items on society plus the Cantril item on 
future expectations about oneself. Although the trend in both groups is the same – the situation 
is society used to be reasonable but is now rather worse and will get worse still – students in 
Leuven assess society more negatively than students in Nijmegen at all three points in time. The 
biggest difference is in the assessment of society at present, namely one whole point (5.2 versus 
6.2) (ANOVA analysis does not reveal any other signiﬁcant differences between these Cantril 
scores for Nijmegen and Leuven). Figure 1 shows the average ladder scores in all three areas at 
all three moments in time.
Figure 1 Average Cantril ladder scores (minimum=1, maximum=10, N=688)
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Whereas students in Nijmegen assess present-day society as still just satisfactory, students in 
Leuven consider it unsatisfactory. They also take a gloomy view of future society. It should be 
remembered that the study took place before the Cools and Dutroux affairs in 1996-97, which 
shook people’s faith in law and order and Belgian society in general. The pessimism shown by 
Flemish students evidently goes back further than this.
The third factor is materialism. Students in Nijmegen are more materialistic, more career-mind-
ed, politically more right-wing and less domesticated. They are more inclined than students in 
Leuven to see university as a path to social status.
Table 2 Signiﬁcant differences between students in Leuven and Nijmegen with regard to materialism (the ﬁve lead-
ing items on each scale are listed)
Variable/scale alpha Nijmegen Leuven Sign.
Materialism (1-yes, 5-no)
Having an attractive body; achieving, getting ahead in studies and career; 
having a good-looking partner; continuing to look youthful and athletic; having 
a well-paid job
.77 2.8 2.9 .00
Career-minded/job-oriented (1-yes, 5-no)
The subject I study must provide good career opportunities; the subject I 
study must offer plenty of job opportunities; I can acquire high social status by 
studying; after graduating I want to earn a good income; I want to achieve high 
status in society by studying
.89 2.8 3.0 .01
Social injustice (1-left-wing, 5-right-wing)
Our entire economic system is designed to enrich some of us by exploiting poor 
countries; only if today’s society is replaced by a truly socialist one will everyone 
have equal opportunities for self-realization; this society is extremely unjust and 
must therefore be changed by all those who are aware of the fact; this society, 
which is based on coerced labor, should be replaced by one in government 
is abolished and all forms of organization emerge spontaneously; workers 
here should join forces with poor people in developing countries and all other 
oppressed groups and start a revolution
.74 3.8 3.5 .00
Domesticity and family-mindedness (1-yes, 5-no)
Getting married; having children; growing old with someone who has been with 
you for a very long time; having a partner who will do anything for you; strong 
family ties
.77 2.2 2.0 .00
The fourth factor is politics and information-seeking behavior. Students in Nijmegen are more 
interested in politics, more involved in party political activity and less anti-political, they read 
newspapers more often and they go to lectures more often.
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Table 3 Signiﬁcant differences between students in Leuven and Nijmegen with regard to politics and information-
seeking behavior (the ﬁve leading items on each scale are listed)
Variable/scale alpha Nijmegen Leuven Sign.
Interest in politics (1-very interested, 5-not at all interested)
I always keep informed of political developments; I have clear views about 
the future of this country; I understand political matters; I can tell you 
what this country’s political future should be; few political problems are too 
complicated for me to follow
.86 2.9 3.2 .00
Party political activity (3-point scale, yes-no)
I give up my time to support a particular political candidate or party; I am 
a member of a political party or organization; I help organize electoral 
meetings; I have a position or task within a political organization; I go to 
political or electoral meetings
.87 2.4 2.6 .00
Anti-political (1-yes, 5-no)
politics should be based on common sense rather than manifestoes; there 
is no difference between left and right in day-to-day politics; there is no 
longer any point in making a political distinction between left and right; I 
think politics should be about individuals rather than manifestoes; we don’t 
need manifestoes to solve society’s problems, but a strong leader
.60 3.5 3.2 .00
Do you ever read a newspaper? 97% 88% .00
Do you ever go to a lecture? 67% 53% .00
Welten (1977) also remarked that ‘young Dutch people displayed more marked information-
seeking behavior than young Flemings’. He also found that ‘young Flemings feel more power-
less in relation to politics than young Dutch people’, which is reﬂected in the ﬁnding that they 
are less interested in politics and more anti-political. Flemish students are less likely to keep 
informed about political developments and, in particular, are more likely than students in Ni-
jmegen to believe that political problems are too complicated to follow and that politics should 
be about individuals rather than manifestoes. However, this result should be treated with some 
caution, as the anti-political scale is not so reliable (reliability coefﬁcient 0.60). Nor can it be said 
that students in Nijmegen are politically involved and active and that those in Leuven are not. 
The level of interest in politics and involvement in political activity is not high in either group, 
but it is clearly lower in Leuven. These ﬁndings are in line with other research; Welten (1977), 
in particular, found a similar sense of powerlessness and distrust of politics among young Flem-
ings, a result he felt was in keeping with the more authoritarian setting in Flanders.
The ﬁfth factor is the university. Students in Nijmegen are more likely to talk to other others 
about their studies, devote more of their spare time to the subject they are studying and are more 
interested in cognitive development and acquisition of knowledge than those in Leuven. The 
latter tend instead to say that they are particularly interested in university social life, and accord-
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ingly are more likely to join student societies: 63% are members of faculty associations and 39% 
have experienced ‘hazing’ or ‘initiation’. Of the students in Nijmegen, only 12% are members of 
a student association or fraternity/sorority and only 4% have experienced hazing.
Students in Nijmegen are concerned about the future of university education and fear that this 
will be threatened by cutbacks in spending, and they want more of a say in the content of their 
studies than students in Leuven. This last ﬁnding conﬁrms the differences that Hofstede (1991) 
found between Belgium and the Netherlands in terms of the power distance index (PDI). Bel-
gium has a higher PDI, which means that people there accept the fact that power is unequally 
distributed. This is also reﬂected at school and university: in cultures with a large power distance, 
inequality between parents and children persists as inequality between teachers and pupils (Hof-
stede, 1991). Students in Nijmegen are more inclined to study in order to acquire knowledge, 
they devote more of their spare time to it, they fear that the quality of education may be threat-
ened and they therefore want more of a say in things. Those in Leuven lay more emphasis on 
university social life and everything associated with it. They are less concerned that the quality of 
education may deteriorate, and they do not consider it so important to have a say in things.
The results paint a clear, consistent picture which is very much in line with earlier research. 
The summary of Welten’s study by Snijders (1977) can just as well be applied to our results: 
‘young people in this country [the Netherlands] turn out to be more independent and emanci-
pated, better informed and more interested in politics than those in Flanders.’  The differences 
between students in Leuven and in Nijmegen can be summed up as follows. Students in Leuven 
are passively religious, they are pessimistic about the current and future state of society, they 
are domesticated and family-minded, they are less interested in politics and have less need for 
information than students in Nijmegen, and they are more likely to go to university for reasons 
of tradition and social life. Students in Nijmegen are not religious, they take a moderately posi-
tive view of society, they are materialistic and career-minded, they are interested in politics and 
seek information, and they go to university in order to acquire knowledge and develop their 
cognitive skills.
The second research question concerns the existence of university or faculty cultures. Faculty 
cultures can be described as clusters of faculties whose students display strong similarities for 
variables that are basically unconnected with the subjects they are studying. Variables relating 
to philosophy of life (including religious views and behavior), politics and learning (views about 
the university and studying in general) have been included in this study.
In order to determine whether the same faculty cultures existed in Leuven, data from the 
two student populations were ﬁrst of all merged. A correspondence analysis was then carried 
out on this merged data set, using the SAS program CORRESP developed by the social science 
methodology department of the University of Nijmegen social science faculty (Lammers and 
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Table 4 Signiﬁcant differences between students in Leuven and Nijmegen with regard to the university (the ﬁve 
leading items on each scale are listed)
variable/scale alpha Nijmegen Leuven Sign.
Do you talk a lot to other people about your subject?
 1 yes
 2 quite a lot
 3 no
1.8
26%
65%
10%
2.0
22%
59%
18%
.02
Do you devote a lot of your spare time to your subject?
 1 yes
 2 quite a lot
 3 no
2.2
15%
55%
31%
2.4
7%
48%
45%
.00
Cognitive interest (1-yes, 5-no)
Important to acquire plenty of theoretical knowledge while at university; 
important to acquire plenty of knowledge through studying; important to 
learn a lot while at university; I enjoy dealing with the problems in my ﬁeld 
or research problems while at university; important to have good grasp of 
subject matter
.81 2.1 2.3 .00
University social life (1-important, 5-unimportant)
Important to do lots of things with other people while at university; I enjoy 
having plenty of personal contact with fellow students; important to have 
plenty of friends while at university; important to have regular visitors; 
important to have fun while at university
.80 1.9 1.7 .00
Nijmegen: Member of student association or fraternity/sorority 13% -
Nijmegen: Member of faculty association 41% -
Leuven: Member of faculty association - 63%
Hazing (members of associations) 30% 54%
Member of university sports club 12% 47% .00
Fear that quality of education will suffer as result of cutbacks in spending 
(1-yes, 5-no)
Cutbacks have made it impossible to study properly; the quality of 
university education is seriously threatened by cutbacks; the only way to 
prevent the destruction of higher education is to protest; shorter faculties 
are fatal to university education; the government does not care about the 
quality of student training
.73 2.5 3.0 .00
Democratization of the university (1-yes, 5-no)
Important for students to have a say in how hard faculties are; important 
for students to have a say in faculty content; important to have a say in 
the choice of subject matter; important to have a say in the administration 
and management of my faculty; important to have as much say as 
possible in how my faculty is organized
.85 2.5 2.6 .01
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Pelzer, 1988). The variables used were the faculties followed by students and a series of variables 
relating to philosophy of life, politics and learning.
Correspondence analysis is a technique which allows links between large quantities of nomi-
nal data to be displayed in a diagram (Lammers et al., 1989; Greenacre and Blasius, 1994). The 
technique is similar to factor analysis in that both display links multidimensional, on the basis 
of cross-tabulation and correlation respectively. Correspondence analysis using the CORRESP 
program yields a two-dimensional plot. Two things must be borne in mind when interpreting 
this. The ﬁrst is the distance between a point and the origin: the greater the distance from the 
center, the more characteristic the score, and conversely the closer to the origin, the more aver-
age the score. The second is the angle between (imaginary) lines from the center: if two points 
lie on the same line there is a highly positive link, if the angle is 90° there is no link, and if the 
angle is greater than this the link is negative.
Only the variables for which there were signiﬁcant differences between faculties were used in 
the analyses. In the interests of clarity and in order to gain a rapid understanding of how faculties 
were clustered, the scores for the variables relating to philosophy of life, politics and learning 
were not shown on the plot. In producing the plot, the faculties were classiﬁed in such a way that 
two universities could be easily compared1.
In ﬁgure 2 the vertical dimension would appear to be ‘traditional versus modern’. At the bottom 
of the ﬁgure are the more traditional faculties such as theology and philosophy, which have a 
long history. At the top are the more recent ones such as management and policy sciences, plan-
ning and business administration.
The most important result of the analysis, however, is that the Leuven faculties are located 
close together in the ﬁgure. Almost all the Leuven faculties are in the bottom right-hand quad-
rant, which contains none of the Nijmegen faculties. This indicates that the various Leuven fac-
ulties (and the students that follow them) resemble each other more than they resemble facul-
ties and students in Nijmegen. The Leuven faculties are mainly ‘drawn’ to the bottom right-hand 
corner by such categories as do not read newspapers, not interested in politics, anti-political, praying, 
devote a lot of time to studying, do not talk about the faculty and do not go to lectures. These are variables 
on which the two student populations differ, and which were discussed in the previous section.
The cultural differences between Nijmegen and Leuven are so great that they affect the struc-
ture of the correspondence analysis. The university cultures do not appear to be in any way 
similar. However, it is quite conceivable that if nationality is kept constant, the university cul-
tures will become visible and display a similar structure. If we run two separate analyses, one for 
1 For example, since no distinction is made between the various branches of science in Leuven, the Nijmegen departments of mathematics, 
computer science, physics, chemistry and biology were merged. Furthermore, the number of respondents from Leuven that studied philosophy 
was too small for this faculty to be included in the analysis. This is particularly regrettable, since the Leuven Faculty of Philosophy has existed for 
over a century and has a ﬁne international reputation (see, in particular, Struyker Boudier, 1989).
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Nijmegen and one for Leuven, we get the following two ﬁgures (Figures 3 and 4). Here again, 
only the faculties are displayed; the other variables are invisible.
At the University of Nijmegen there are six clusters of faculties: medicine, natural sciences, policy 
sciences (covering a whole series of faculties in the policy ﬁeld), social sciences, humanities (including 
literature and philosophy) and theology. These are the six faculty cultures identiﬁed in an earlier 
study (Prins and Janssen, under review).
A similar analysis was then carried out on the Leuven data (see Figure 4).
Figure 2 Correspondence analysis of faculties in Leuven (•) and Nijmegen (•)
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Leuven also has six clusters: medicine, natural sciences (including agricultural and applied science, 
engineering faculties which are not provided in Nijmegen), policy sciences (law and economics), 
social sciences (including literature), humanities and theology. The structure of the two ﬁgures (3 
and 4) is very similar. That means that if nationality is kept constant, the same clustering of 
faculties is found. There are great cultural differences between Flanders and the Netherlands, 
but the structure of the faculty cultures in the two countries is the same. As mentioned, the 
structure in the two ﬁgures matches the six faculty cultures identiﬁed in an earlier study of the 
Nijmegen student population (Prins and Janssen, under review). The faculty cultures are made 
Figure 3 Correspondence analysis of Nijmegen students
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up of cultural variables that are basically unconnected with the subjects studied, so it may be said 
that the diversity of the university is culturally structured.
Each faculty culture has its own particular focus: medicine is concerned with the human body 
(from a practical point of view), natural sciences comprise the theoretical and physical sciences 
(including biology), policy sciences comprise applied economic and legal studies, social sciences 
approach man from a social, somewhat abstract angle, humanities focus more on man in a con-
crete, psychological context, and theology deals with spiritual and religious matters. The most 
typical features of each faculty culture are brieﬂy set out below.
Figure 4 Correspondence analysis of Leuven students
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The medicine faculty culture (n = 82) comprises medicine in Leuven and medicine, dentistry and 
health sciences in Nijmegen. More than three quarters of these students are women. They work 
hard, studying for an average of 42 hours a week, including an average of 26 hours at lectures 
(the overall ﬁgures are 33 and 15 hours respectively). The students expect to take seven years 
to graduate (the average is ﬁve years). They see their faculty as a means to an end, i.e. a good 
career, social status and a high income. They consider it very likely that they will ﬁnd jobs in their 
ﬁelds. Medical students are domesticated; they want to get married, have children and grow old 
with a partner. They are moderately right-wing and not very interested in politics. Students in 
this faculty culture are optimistic about their own lives: on a scale of 1 to 10 they give their past 
a mark of 6.4, their present situation a mark of 7.2 and their future an 8. This faculty culture also 
gives society the highest score, although as in other faculties the trend (from the past through 
the present to the future) is downward. The future of society is given a mark of 5.9, compared 
with 5.5 for the total sample.
The second faculty culture is natural sciences (n = 91), comprising mathematics, computer sci-
ence, physics, chemistry and biology faculties in Nijmegen and the faculties of science (including 
mathematics, computer science, physics, chemistry, biochemistry, biology, geology and geog-
raphy faculties), applied science (engineering faculties) and agricultural and applied biological 
science in Leuven. Like medical students, students in this faculty culture work hard, devoting 
an average of 43 hours to their studies (including 24 hours at lectures). They also expect to ﬁnd 
jobs in their ﬁelds. Unlike medical students, most natural science students (66%) are men. They 
are more likely than other students to be members of faculty or student associations. They feel 
the government should invest more in higher education. Students in these faculties are not very 
interested in personal development, and only a few of them read news magazines.
The policy sciences faculty culture (n = 131) comprises law and economics in both Leuven and 
Nijmegen, plus planning, business administration, environmental studies and public adminis-
tration in Nijmegen. Students following these faculties are materialistic, not socially committed 
and not particularly interested in personal development. They are to the right of the political 
spectrum, and they are reasonably interested in politics but not politically active. They are not 
very pleased with their faculties. They do not devote any spare time to their studies and do not 
talk about them much. They see studying as a path to a career, money and high social status. 
They do not care whether their studies are politically or philosophically relevant, and they are 
not interested in acquiring much theoretical or other knowledge. They see no need for universi-
ties to become more democratic, and they do not believe that cutbacks in spending are a threat 
to university education.
The social sciences faculty culture (n = 83) includes sociology, communication science, politics, 
social geography and political science, plus literature in Leuven. In Nijmegen literature is classi-
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ﬁed under the humanities; however, it should be noted that this faculty comprises a great variety 
of faculties which, if plotted separately, would (according to supplementary analyses) be located 
in all directions but all very close to the center. This means that literature students are not a 
close-knit cultural group, but are divided over a number of different ‘subcultures’ which only 
marginally diverge from the average student proﬁle.
Social science students are interested in personal development, and want to get to know them-
selves better. More than half them read news magazines (56%, compared with an average of 
42%). They are interested in politics, left-wing, and involved in both party and non-party politi-
cal activity. Religion does not play a major part in their lives, especially in Nijmegen. Their facul-
ties are not hard: they only spend 10 hours a week at lectures, and expect to graduate within ﬁve 
years. They feel that universities should play a more important part in society.
The humanities faculty culture (n = 262) includes psychology, education science, cognitive sci-
ence and cultural anthropology, plus philosophy and literature in Nijmegen. Almost three quar-
ters of these students are women. Although they do not spend much time studying, they devote 
some of their spare time to it. They are particularly concerned that the quality of education will 
suffer as a result of cutbacks in spending. They do not expect to ﬁnd jobs in their ﬁelds, but they 
are not career-minded. They are interested in personal development. They are also interested in 
politics and are to the left of the political spectrum.
The sixth and last faculty culture is theology (n = 19). In both Leuven and Nijmegen this com-
prises just one faculty; however, the students are so unlike the rest that one is justiﬁed in treating 
this as a completely separate culture. Students in this faculty culture are particularly different 
when it comes to religion: they talk about religious matters and, in addition to their studies, 
watch or listen to programs on religious topics or read about them. They believe in God, they 
pray, they go to church or mass and they are members of the student church or university parish. 
They feel their studies should be philosophically relevant. Of all the students, theology students 
are the most left-wing and the least anti-political. Furthermore, they are socially committed, 
non-materialistic and not career-minded. What is also striking is that theology students score 
lowest on all the Cantril items: of all the students it is they who are most negative about them-
selves, society and university, whether in the past, the present or the future. However, the trend 
here is the same as for all students, i.e. they feel that their own lives were reasonable in the past, 
are better now and will be even better in the future, but that the situation in the university and in 
society was bad in the past, is worse now and will be worse still in the future. It is not clear how 
this ﬁnding should be interpreted: theology students would appear to be pessimistic.
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Conclusion and discussion
Cultural differences between neighboring countries can be considerable. This study compares 
young students at the Catholic University of Leuven in Belgium and the Catholic University of 
Nijmegen in the Netherlands. There are signiﬁcant differences for a large number of cultural 
variables. These are largely in line with earlier research ﬁndings. Dutch students are more eman-
cipated, better informed, more interested in politics and more materialistic, whereas Flemish 
students are more religious, more domesticated, more anti-political and gloomier about society. 
Despite its shared history, the region turns out to be culturally very much divided by national 
borders.
The risk with cross-cultural studies is that, in focusing too closely on cultural differences be-
tween countries, they may overlook similarities in structure. Although there are substantive 
cultural differences between students in Leuven and Nijmegen, there are also structural similari-
ties as regards clustering of faculties. Both universities have the same clusters of faculties, within 
which there are great similarities between students in terms of cultural items. These items - po-
litical views and behavior, philosophical and religious views and attitudes to university - are ba-
sically unconnected with the subjects studied and faculties followed (except for religious views, 
which correlate with the decision to study theology). These clusters are referred to as ‘faculty 
cultures’ because they largely match up with the division into faculties. Both universities have 
the same faculty cultures: medicine, natural sciences, policy sciences, social sciences, humanities 
and theology. Similar faculty cultures were found in earlier research in the United States (Gaff 
and Wilson, 1971), suggesting that this is a Western cultural phenomenon.
The existence of faculty cultures is often dismissed as unimportant (Clark, 1987). However, it 
needs to be realized that such cultural differences, which may take the form of what Bourdieu 
has termed a ‘habitus’, may impede interdisciplinary contact between different research ﬁelds. 
There are increasing calls for interdisciplinary study, and a recent research program entitled 
‘Multicultural and Pluriform Society in the Netherlands’ (NW0, 1997) takes an interdisciplinary 
approach as its starting point. Our study shows that an interdisciplinary investigation of multi-
cultural society can also shed light on the multicultural nature of universities.
Part II
Fragmentization 
of religion
Chapter 3 Youngsters and an abstract image of God1
In the ongoing European secularisation process, the Netherlands took the lead by the end of the 
seventies. Church membership is lowest in all of Western Europe. Studies by Dutch sociologists 
show a steady decline of religious organisations, opinions and behaviour (see for an extensive 
review Becker & Vink, 1994). The ﬁgures seem clear and unambiguous. In 1945, 40% of the 
Dutch population were Catholics; in the year 2000 this percentage will have been halved. For 
the Protestant denominations the ﬁgures are even more telling. In 1945, their percentage was 
above 40; in the year 2000 it will be below 15. The percentage of non-church-members was 15 
in 1945, in the year 2000 it will be approximately 62, and it is predicted to rise to 75 in 2020 
(ibid.: 175-180).
When we add to these facts and predictions the trend that in all European countries the 
younger generation scores substantially lower on almost all aspects of religious behaviour than 
older people (Campiche, 1997), we can deduce that the Dutch youth is at the summit of secu-
larisation. Indeed we found in a national survey among the Dutch youth (1991, mean age 23.9) 
that 61% are not members of a church (De Hart & Janssen, 1993). In the European Values Study 
of 1990 a somewhat lower percentage of 53 was reported (age group of 18 up to 29; Campiche, 
1997: 52), which is nevertheless the highest in Western Europe. Several other studies show 
similar or even substantially more negative results (Van der Linden, 1989; De Hart, 1990; Alma, 
1993; Van der Ven & Biemans, 1994; Becker, De Hart & Mens, 1997). In parishes and church 
organisations all programmes designed to attract the young appear to fail (Bernts, 1995; Van 
der Ven, 1995). The churches are losing contact with the younger generation and in the years to 
come the results of this mutual estrangement will become more and more visible in participation 
and opinion indexes.
In Europe as a whole the consequences of secularisation are stronger in dominantly Prot-
estant countries where participation in church and church-related organisations declines more 
39
1 Published as: Janssen, J., & Prins, M. (2000). The abstract image of God. Archives de Sciences Sociales des Religions, 109, 31-48.
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strongly and more rapidly (Campiche, 1997: 47). In the Netherlands this is reﬂected in the steep 
decline over the past decades of the largest Protestant group (‘Hervormden’) but since the six-
ties the Catholics have had to face the most turbulent development (Dekker et al., 1997). Their 
numbers declined considerably and while in the whole of Europe the Protestants score lower 
on religious indexes, in the Netherlands it is the Catholics who show lower scores: they go to 
church less, are less interested in religion, pray less, pay less and so on (Dekker et al., 1997). It 
is even contended that 41% of the Dutch Catholics have to be labelled as ‘non or weak believ-
ers’ (Peters et al., 1996: 20). For the Catholic youth this applies a fortiori. Even the most active 
among them, those who participate in church choirs, have their doubts on all kinds of religious 
issues and show the same religious proﬁle as the rank and ﬁle members (Bernts, 1995: 99). 
In the European Studies (Campiche, 1997: 54) the exceptional position of the Dutch Catho-
lics is related to the debate between the Dutch Catholic church and the Vatican in the sixties. 
However, this could very well be only the symptom of a much more complicated issue, in which 
the docility of the Dutch Catholics that once made them an example of obedience plays a major 
role. In the ﬁrst half of the 20th century, deviant opinions and criticism were not tolerated within 
the strictly hierarchical Dutch Catholic church. The successful emancipation of the Dutch Catho-
lics on the social, cultural and political level can be accredited to this strategy of unity. However, 
the drawback became apparent in the second half of the 20th century. When the authority of the 
church was challenged it faded overnight and the internal motivation of its adherents turned out 
to be weak. Leaving its shepherds the ﬂock went astray (Roes, 1994).
The secularisation process is often presented as an ongoing, one-way decline of religion. This 
line of argument can be criticised by showing the complexity and multi-dimensionality of the 
secularisation process in the Netherlands (Janssen, 1998). While the above-mentioned facts will 
not be questioned as such, there is indeed much more to say on religion than simply regarding it 
as a fading phenomenon. Generally only very few young people reject religion explicitly or pre-
fer atheism. They do still show a religious identity, but it has become a private affair, insecure, 
non-speciﬁc and abstract. This is found inside as well as outside the churches. In the European 
studies, the Dutch youth, the group with the lowest number of church members, score rather 
high (5th place among 16 countries) when religion is not measured by membership but as an 
individual characteristic indicated by church attendance, prayer and the salience of religion in 
one’s life (Campiche, 1997: 59).
To elaborate on this point, we will ﬁrst show that the religion of the Dutch youth does not ex-
ist. There are several religions and religious practices. Moreover, we should not forget that non-
religious people also differ fundamentally on several existential issues and practices. To depict 
the full range of the Dutch youth, religious as well as non-religious, we will have to distinguish 
nine different groups. Secondly, lots of studies have shown low participation of young people 
in church affairs. They also show that the young have hardly any knowledge about institutional 
religion. In the Netherlands many people, regardless of their educational level, do not know what 
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Easter is about, let alone Pentecost or Ascension Day. Of course there is a problem in what the 
young do not do and do not know, but we are more interested in what they actually do and what 
they actually know. We also want to hear it in their own language and therefore our research is 
predominantly based on the analysis of open ended questions. The multiple choice examination 
method that several surveys apply can be useful in some cases, but has its shortcomings when it 
comes to fully understanding how young people construct their religion. In general, open ended 
questions are to be preferred over closed questions when the behaviour and concepts of people 
are subject to constant change and reconstruction. If that is the case, old concepts soon lose their 
validity and new concepts have to be explored. Besides, we are living in an age of cultural change, 
marked by individualisation and differentiation: people have to construct their own concepts. In 
a way they have to be inventors. Religious beliefs and practices are increasingly shaped outside 
the traditional institutional churches and become more and more individualised and diverse 
(Dekker et al., 1997). To understand the religious practices of today’s youth, we have to study 
their thinking process and not just the conclusions of this process (Spilka et al., 1985: 69). Using 
open ended questions is therefore the best, if not the only way to get an insight in contemporary 
religious practices amongst youngsters. So we asked young people to tell us about their religious 
feelings in their own words. By using open ended questions, we also avoid the problem of scaring 
off youngsters with words and images on the subject of religion. For instance, the word ‘God’ 
seems to have an intimidating effect on youngsters: when asked straight out whether they pray 
to God, only 11% assent, but when asked how they pray, in an open ended question, 30% of the 
youngsters spontaneously mention God as the direction of their prayer (see further on). So, ask-
ing a question does not always give us the answer, whereas not asking the question does. The 
famous advice that Polonius gives to his servant Reynaldo: “by indirections ﬁnd directions out” 
(Shakespeare, Hamlet, act II, scene I) certainly applies here.
The research was carried out in 1991 (De Hart & Janssen, 1993) and the sample consisted of 687 
Dutch youngsters with an average age of 23.9 years (male 44%, female 56%; 62% attend school, 
among them 57% go to university). To analyse the answers to the open ended questions, we use 
a computerised technique called Textable (Janssen, 1990). This computer programme allows us 
to handle texts, to categorise them and to link them with data from closed questions. One of 
the advantages of Textable is the possibility of interaction between open and closed information 
processing. It is also possible to continuously control and adapt the category system and return 
to the original answers at any point in the analysis.
The diversity of the religiosity of the Dutch youth
The Netherlands is a plural country in name and in character. It has since long been a country 
of several religious minorities that lived in harmony, in what was called a pillarised society. In 
the sixties this plural society pluralised even more as a result of the processes of secularisation, 
individualisation and the emergence of new religious movements, here summarised as New Age 
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(Janssen, 1998). In order to construct a category system for religious involvement, we make use 
of traditional sociological variables like ‘church membership’ and ‘church attendance’ (more or 
less than three times a year). But in order to categorise the non-religious youngsters, we also 
have to use personal variables. We opt for the variable ‘praying’ (regularly or sometimes, versus 
never), because this seems to be the most persistent religious element in a secularised society 
(Campiche, 1997; Janssen et al., under review), and the variable ‘engagement in New Age activi-
ties’, since New Age is the most successful recent movement that includes various activities and 
captures the process of individualisation and change in religious concepts. By combining these 
sociological and personal variables, we can distinguish nine religious groups (Table 1).
Table 1 The construction of a category system for religious involvement. N=687.
Varieties of religious 
involvement
Church
membership
Praying Church attendance New Age activities % N
1 Orthodox member praying church attendance 4 26
2 Calvinist member praying church attendance 7 46
3 Reformed member praying church attendance 7 46
4 Catholic member praying church attendance 11 79
5 Marginal member 9 60
6 New Age praying at least six activities 15 106
7 Ex-member ex-member praying less than six activities 17 119
8 Doubter praying less than six activities 9 60
9 Non believer 17 119
no category 4 26
The ﬁrst distinction is the traditional one between church members and non-church members. 
This sociological variable still works, albeit for a decreasing segment of the youth. In our re-
search 39% of the youngsters are still members of a church. Within this group we discern Or-
thodox Protestants (4%), Calvinists (7%), Reformed Protestants (7%) and Catholics (12%). It is 
known from previous research that these groups show a decreasing measure of participation and 
conviction (Peters & Schreuder, 1987; De Hart, 1990; Felling et al., 1991; Dekker et al., 1997). 
Furthermore there are those who consider themselves members of a church, but either never 
attend church, or never pray. We labelled them Marginals (9%).
For the remaining 61% that are not afﬁliated to a church, we devised a new heuristic scheme. 
Usually this group is not differentiated any further. In our opinion this is a mistake: apostasy 
is as multicoloured as conversion and disbelief is as complex as belief (Pruyser, 1974). Besides, 
the non-denominational people are also individualised and construct their own particular way of 
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life. First we distinguish the New Age youngsters, who participate in a considerable number of 
New Age related activities (16%). We presented a list of 12 ﬁelds of interest: yoga, reincarnation, 
astrology, extraterrestrial civilizations, parapsychology, macrobiotics, anthroposophy, homeopa-
thy, the New Age movement, Buddhism, Zen and holism (De Hart & Janssen, 1992). Youngsters 
not afﬁliated to a church who participate in activities related to six or more of these issues are 
considered New Age-minded. The seventh group is made up of the former members of churches 
(Ex-members). Their only religious activity is praying (18%). The eighth group, labelled Doubters 
(9%), were never afﬁliated to any church, but do pray at least sometimes. The last group are the 
Non-believers (18%). They lack any kind of religious involvement whatsoever. They are - in the 
words of Max Weber - “religiös unmusikalisch”, tone-deaf to religion.
We predicted beforehand that this heuristic category system for religious involvement would 
reﬂect a rank order of orthodoxy. In every table Pearson-R and ETA are represented. When the 
Pearson-correlation is high and the ETA does not substantially differ, the rank order model we pre-
dicted holds1. Looking at variables directly related to religion, this prediction is indeed strongly 
validated. When asked about the importance of being a good Christian (V57), agreement that 
conciliation with death is only possible by having faith in God (V534), and the importance of be-
ing close to God (V84), correlations are very high (.70 to .72) and linear (the ETA hardly diverges). 
The deﬁnition of a higher reality (V418) also correlates strongly (.68) and linear. The most re-
ligiously involved youngsters - the orthodox Protestants - believe that there is a God. The less 
religiously involved the youngsters are, the more they tend to answer that there is a higher being, 
or that they don’t know, and most of the non-believers say that God does not exist (Table 2).
At this point rank order is evident, but there are three clear breaking points. Between active 
church members (group 1-4) and non-church members (group 6-9) there is a substantial gap 
which is ﬁlled by those who do consider themselves members but do not attend church: the 
marginals (group 5). Their position is as predicted and, compared to the non-church members, 
they place relatively great weight on being a good Christian and faith in God when faced with 
death, but they deviate from church members in that they place less importance on being close 
to God in daily life. The latter aspect is also reﬂected in their deﬁnition of a higher reality: mar-
ginals shift away from an image of God to a more abstract higher being, and 29% of them are in 
doubt.
A second breaking point occurs in the bottom half of the scale. In the non-membership 
groups (6-9) the ﬁgures are as predicted, but there is quite a leap between marginals (group 5) 
and non-members (group 6-9). The non-members (and especially the non-believers) are more 
1 Pearson’s R measures linear relationships. The correlation ratio, ETA, is sometimes termed the “coefﬁcient of curvilinear correlation”. When a 
relationship is linear, R equals ETA; in curvilinear relationships, the degree to which R is less than eta is a measure of the extent to which a curvilinear 
relation exists. A perfect curvilinear relationship (ETA = 1.0) can even have an R of zero.
The fragmentization of youth  |  Fragmentization of religion
44
opposed to religious interpretations and place little importance on Christian values. The word 
‘god’ is almost completely rejected. Differences between New-Age, ex-members, doubters and 
non-believers are small, but clearly linear.
Within the groups of active church members (1-4), a third breaking point is visible between 
the Protestant groups (1-3) and the Catholics (4). For Protestants it is very important to be close 
to God and to be a good Christian (mean score about 2), whereas Catholics take a somewhat 
ambiguous position (mean score about 3). Catholics clearly less often deﬁne the higher reality 
they believe in as ‘God’. A lot of them prefer words like ‘higher being’ or ‘higher power’. This 
indicates the rather precarious situation of Catholicism, in particular in Dutch society. We will 
see this again when we look at other variables. Catholics seem to be less religiously involved 
than Protestants.
But we have to be cautious. Catholics and Protestants not only differ in a quantitative but also 
in a qualitative sense. Protestant religion places emphasis on God as an exterior force and prefers 
a dialectical image of God, one in which God is “radically other than” the world (Greeley, 1990). 
Catholics, on the other hand, predominantly have an analogical or sacramental image of God, in 
Table 2 Scores of the nine religious groups on variables directly related to Christian religion.
V84 The importance of being close to God; V534 Conciliation with death is only possible by trusting God and surrender 
to Him; V57 The importance of being a good Christian; V418 Deﬁnition of a higher reality. Range V84 and V57: 1= very 
important, 5= very unimportant; V534: 1= agree totally, 5= do not agree at all.
Religious
involvement
V84 close to 
God
V534 trust 
God death
V57 good 
Christian
V418 deﬁnition higher reality
%
mean score mean score mean score God
higher 
being
don’t 
know
doesn’t 
exist
total
1. Orthodox 1.8 2.1 1.9 87 13 0 0 4%
2. Calvinist 1.8 2.0 1.8 70 24 7 0 7%
3. Reformed 2.0 2.2 1.9 72 20 9 0 7%
4. Catholic 2.9 2.9 2.6 41 43 14 1 12%
5. Marginal 3.5 3.5 3.1 29 41 29 2 9%
6. New age 4.2 4.4 4.1 5 47 42 6 16%
7. Ex-member 4.3 4.5 4.3 6 24 48 22 18%
8. Doubter 4.4 4.5 4.3 4 44 28 25 9%
9. Nonbeliever 4.8 4.9 4.7 1 10 43 46 18%
total 3.7 3.8 3.6 16 31 30 23 N=687
Pearson -R .72 .71 .70 .68
ETA .74 .74 .73 .69
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which God is made present in and through the world and interpersonal relationships. Therefore 
Catholics are more inclined to see God as a symbol, more often doubt the existence of an actual 
higher being or of God, and more strongly endorse an autonomous, innerworldly meaning to hu-
man life (Greeley, 1990; Felling et al., 1991; Peters et al., 1996). So when we measure orthodoxy 
by asking about the importance of being close to God, faith in God and the importance of being a 
good Christian (as we do in Table 2), Protestants are bound to score higher than Catholics.
The difference between the Catholic and the Protestant way of believing was nicely described 
by Umberto Eco, using a computer analogy. In this view Macintosh computers are Catholic and 
DOS computers are Protestant: “the Macintosh is cheerful, friendly, conciliatory, it tells the faith-
ful how they must proceed step by step to reach – if not the Kingdom of Heaven – the moment 
in which their document is printed. It is catechistic: the essence of revelation is dealt with via 
simple formulae and sumptuous icons. Everyone has a right to salvation”, whereas “DOS is Prot-
estant, or even Calvinistic. It allows free interpretation of scripture, demands difﬁcult personal 
decisions, imposes a subtle hermeneutics upon the user, and takes for granted the idea that not 
all can reach salvation. To make the system work you need to interpret the program yourself: a 
long way from the baroque community of revelers, the user is closed within the loneliness of his 
own inner torment” (Eco, 1994). So Catholics are not necessarily less religious than Protestants 
– just as a Macintosh PC is no less a computer than a DOS PC – but they are religious in a dif-
ferent way.
A second set of variables relating to religious behavior contains weaker correlations (.31 to .71), 
but still linear ones (the ETA does not differ substantially). They are about the meaning of life, 
dying and death, and about the interest in religious matters. The stronger the religious involve-
ment, the more youngsters disagree with the proposition that people themselves must give 
meaning to life (V528). The highly religiously involved youngsters disagree that in the moment 
of dying, they have to face death on their own strength (V526) and as we have seen in table 2, 
seek conciliation with death in having faith in God and surrendering to Him. Stronger religious 
involvement also means believing that death is not the end (V529), but that there is a heaven 
or paradise (V536). And ﬁnally, stronger religious involvement means a greater interest in reli-
gious information via television, radio, articles and talking about religious matters (V405, V407, 
V408). (Table 3)
Differences within the Protestant groups are small, but linear as expected. The only apparent 
exception lies in the strikingly low percentage of orthodox and especially Calvinist youngsters 
who watch religious television programs, but this exception proves the rule since some of them 
are not allowed to watch television at all, according to the precepts of their religious creed.
Again we ﬁnd a rather sharp contrast between the Protestant groups (1-3) and the Catholics 
(4). Catholic youngsters are more similar to the non-church members: they agree that people 
themselves have to give meaning to life, and that in the moment of dying people have to face 
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death on their own strength, whereas the Protestant groups place emphasis on trusting in God, 
especially in the moment of dying but, as we have seen in table 2, also in daily life. We also see 
that Catholics are much less interested in information regarding religious matters.
The possibility of life after death is considered plausible by all active church members (group 
1-4, about 80%) and the marginals (60%), but also by New Age youngsters (62%). However, 
only the church members believe in a heaven or a paradise while for the New Age group life after 
death takes the form of reincarnation, as we will see further on in table 4.
Overall, our predictions are corroborated. The scale we devised for measuring religious involve-
ment reﬂects a clear rank order. The strongest items focus on being close to God, being a good 
Christian and trusting God in the face of death. Differences within the Protestant groups are 
small, but in line with our predictions. For Protestants it is very important to be close to God 
and to be a good Christian. They label a higher reality almost always as ‘God’ and they often talk 
about religious matters. Catholics differ remarkably from the Protestant groups, they less often 
deﬁne the higher reality they believe in as ‘God’ and agree less that being a good Christian or 
Table 3 Scores of the nine religious groups on variables related to religious attitudes and activities.
V528 It’s people themselves who give meaning to life; V526 In the moment of dying, we have to face death on our own 
strength and not trust any religion; V520 There is life after death; V536 I believe in a heaven or paradise after life; V405 
Reading of articles on religion; V407 Listening to religious radio programs or watching religious television programs; V408 
Talking about religion. Range V528, V526, V534 and V536: 1= agree totally, 5= do not agree at all.
religious 
involvement
V528 self 
meaning
V526 own 
power
V520 % 
life after
V536 
heaven
V405 % read 
article religion
V407 % radio TV 
religion
V408 % talk 
religion
life dying death paradise regularly never regularly never regularly never
1. orthodox 3.5 4.4 84 2.0 62 4 27 39 54 0
2. Calvinist 3.6 4.3 88 1.9 41 14 14 16 47 4
3. Reformed 3.1 4.2 88 2.0 27 15 23 17 40 6
4. Catholic 2.4 3.6 79 2.3 17 29 3 45 21 7
5. Marginal 2.0 3.3 60 2.8 7 48 3 53 10 27
6. New age 2.0 2.8 62 3.7 7 33 4 43 19 14
7. Ex-member 1.9 2.7 33 4.1 5 47 3 50 13 18
8. Doubter 1.8 2.6 37 4.1 3 54 2 58 9 20
9. Nonbeliever 1.6 2.1 24 4.6 2 61 0 66 5 31
total 2.2 3.1 54 3.4 13 16 6 39 19 47
Pearson -R -.49 -.55 -.50 .65 .43 .31 .35
ETA .53 .56 .53 .67 .46 .36 .38
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being close to God is important. They are less interested in religion: they much less often read 
articles, listen to the radio or watch television.
The New Age group shows a higher interest in religion than the marginals, but looks more 
like the non-members on the other variables. The group of non-believers, a signiﬁcant group of 
young people (about 17% of the population), rejects any reference to god and Christianity and is 
not interested in religious matters.
The group of youngsters that are engaged in New Age related activities deserves some closer at-
tention. New Age is an increasingly popular movement that is characterized by a broad variety of 
traditions, practices, techniques, therapies and organizations. The core beliefs of New Age can be 
summarized by the following assumptions: apart from the sensorial reality, there is an invisible 
and spiritual reality that, in principle, can be accessed by everyone; there is a holistic coherence 
in nature; by way of transformation and reincarnation everything and everyone is in continu-
ous growth towards a higher spiritual level; and a new era and a new world order – the ‘age of 
Aquarius’ – is imminent (Stenger, 1989; Hanegraaff, 1996; Becker et al., 1997).
On several items we found curvilinear correlations (indicated by the fact that Pearson’s R is 
substantially smaller than the ETA).
On the items in table 4, the New Age youngsters score higher than both the orthodox and the 
nonbelievers. New Age youngsters are more interested in art and literature (V112), in experienc-
ing beauty (V113), and they place greater weight on personal development (V80). They are more 
interested in Oriental wisdom (V489) and believe more strongly in reincarnation (V538). Politi-
cally they are left-wing oriented (V280), and they are more revolutionary in their political opin-
ions and actions (V299). Furthermore, they report that personal psychological problems have 
been important in relation to the meaning of life (V512) (Table 4). These results correspond 
with research by Baerveldt (1996), who found that people for whom New Age constitutes a phi-
losophy of life have a drive to personal development and personal growth, are engaged in social 
affairs and are politically (moderately left-wing) active. Baerveldt also found a second group of 
people who participate in New Age activities to solve psychological problems. This group lacks 
the social and political involvement of the ﬁrst group and for them New Age functions rather as 
an individual therapy and not as a form of religiosity (Baerveldt, 1996).
It can be summarised, on the basis of the linear and curvilinear correlations found in Tables 2, 
3 and 4, that our index of religious involvement, which is based on historical and individualised 
variables, is highly precise and valid. It takes account of historical and recent developments, 
social structure and individual behaviour. But given the validity of our scale, it is all the more 
striking that it does not correlate in the least with all kinds of opinions, ideals and behaviour 
that matter in the daily life of the young. When asked about the role that partners, parents, the 
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environment, injustice, sex, health, work, education, love, music and politics play to give life 
meaning, we found not one substantial correlation with religious involvement (Table 5).
The differences are small and it is unclear how to interpret them. In variables concerning daily 
life, we do not ﬁnd a link with religious involvement as we found earlier: there is no linear nor 
any curvilinear correlation or coherence.
The only (weak) correlations between religious involvement and behaviour in daily life lie in 
the realm of ‘rites de passage’. The degree of religious involvement turns out to be a weak struc-
turing force in the passage from adolescence to adulthood in some cases. We looked for a relation 
between the categories of religious involvement and the age people are allowed to do things or 
are expected to think about things and be responsible. It turns out that such a relation exists only 
in the case of marriage, daning courses and the ﬁrst time to have sex (Table 6).
Table 4 Some special characteristics of the New Age group.
V112 Importance of spending a lot of time on art and literature; V113 Importance of experiencing beauty; V80 Impor-
tance of self-development; V489 Importance of getting acquainted with Eastern wisdom in relation to the meaning of 
life; V538 Belief in reincarnation; V280 Vote for green left political party; V299 Willingness to participate in a political 
demonstration; V512 Importance of own psychological problems in relation to the meaning of life. Scales V112, V113, 
V80, V489, V538, V512 range from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree).
religious
involvement
V112 
art and 
literature
V113 
beauty
V80 
personal 
develop-
ment
V489 
eastern 
wisdom
V538 
reincar-
nation
V280 % 
political 
party 
green left
V299 %
partici-
pation in 
demon-
strations
V512 
psycho-
logical 
problems
1. Orthodox 3.2 2.6 1.6 3.5 4.4 19 32 3.0
2. Calvinist 3.2 2.6 1.7 3.8 4.3 16 24 3.1
3. Reformed 3.3 2.8 1.7 3.9 4.4 9 25 3.4
4. Catholic 3.2 2.6 1.6 3.4 3.5 4 22 3.3
5. Marginal 3.5 2.6 1.7 3.8 3.6 13 22 3.1
6. New age 2.6 2.0 1.3 2.8 3.0 28 52 2.4
7. Ex-member 3.0 2.4 1.6 3.5 4.3 24 46 2.9
8. Doubter 3.0 2.6 1.5 3.6 3.8 19 32 3.0
9. Nonbeliever 3.0 2.4 1.5 3.6 4.1 24 43 3.3
total 3.0 2.5 1.6 3.5 3.9 19 36 3.0
Pearson -R -.12 -.08 -.07 -.04 -.01 -.14 -.01
ETA .23 .21 .19 .28 .39 .24 22
The fragmentization of youth  |  Youngsters and an abstract image of God
49
The greater the religious involvement, the later in their lives do youngsters participate in a dancing 
faculty (especially the orthodox Protestants and the Calvinists) (V16), go on a holiday by them-
selves (V12) and have sex for the ﬁrst time (and it is the orthodox in particular who postpone 
this moment) (V39). Conversely, the greater the religious involvement, the sooner the youngsters 
expect to get married (V20). There are hardly any differences between the moments that our 
respondents realise the limits of what men can achieve (V26), contemplate the meaning of death 
(V38), worry about their future (V36), are seen as adults (V28) or drive their own car (V35).
Religious involvement thus has a rather small effect on daily life. Other studies obtained the 
same results (Voyé, 1988; Van der Linden, 1989; Alma & Heitink, 1994; Dekker et al., 1997). As 
Fuchs (1985) concluded for the German youth, we can conclude for the Dutch: religion seems 
to have no structuring value for everyday life. But again we have to be careful. The mean scores 
in table 5 are rather high. So while there is no difference between the religious groups, overall 
Table 5 Scores of the nine religious groups on several variables related to daily life.
V106 Having a partner/ life companion; V101 Getting along with one’s parents; V124 Protecting the environment; V123 
Fight injustice, poverty and suffering; V68 Having a good sexual relation with one’s partner; V97 Having good health; 
V73 Giving work priority in life; V491 The way one is raised in relation to the meaning of life; V471 Love in relation to the 
meaning of life; V499 Musical experiences and events in relation to the meaning of life; V477 Political protest actions or 
attempts to change society in relation to the meaning of life. Range scale: 1 = very important, 5 = very unimportant.
religious 
involvement
V106 
partner 
V101 
parents
V124 
environ-
ment
V123 
injus-
tice
V68 
sex
V97 
health
V73 
work
V491 
educa-
tion
V471 
love
V499 
music
V477 
politics
1. Orthodox 2.2 1.8 2.2 2.4 1.6 2.2 3.2 2.2 1.9 2.5 1.9
2. Calvinist 2.2 1.8 2.1 2.1 1.6 1.6 3.1 2.3 2.1 2.4 2.3
3. Reformed 2.5 1.6 2.0 2.1 1.9 1.7 3.0 2.3 2.3 2.4 2.0
4. Catholic 2.4 1.6 2.2 2.5 1.8 1.6 3.1 2.3 2.0 2.4 1.9
5. Marginal 2.1 1.5 2.2 2.6 1.7 1.4 2.7 2.3 1.7 2.5 1.9
6. New age 2.7 1.8 2.0 2.2 1.6 1.8 2.9 2.1 2.0 2.3 2.0
7. Ex-member 2.6 1.9 2.3 2.8 1.5 1.8 2.9 2.5 2.0 2.7 2.2
8. Doubter 2.5 1.6 2.3 2.6 1.7 1.6 2.9 2.4 1.8 2.5 1.9
9. Nonbeliever 2.6 1.8 2.2 2.6 1.6 1.6 2.9 2.3 2.0 2.8 2.4
total 2.5 1.7 2.1 2.5 1.6 1.7 2.9 2.3 2.0 2.5 2.1
Pearson -R .11 .05 .05 .15 -.05 -.04 -.06 .05 -.03 .08 -.02
ETA .18 .16 .14 .24 .17 .20 .11 .12 .13 .08 .16
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young people think that daily life is important for giving meaning. As Van der Linden (1989: 
120) concluded from a national survey among the Dutch youth: “The terminology of the young 
without belief strongly corresponds with what believers say about giving meaning to life”. To 
understand this we have to study more deeply the religion of the youth, not just as a sociological 
variable but as a daily practice.
What young people do and think: prayer and the image of God
In Europe, church membership varies substantially from country to country and the Dutch youth 
have a prominent place, but there are striking similarities between the opinions of all the young, 
including the Dutch. In countries like England (Furnham & Gunter, 1989), Germany (Bartz, 
1992), France (Cousin et al., 1985; Lambert & Michelat, 1992) and Belgium (Hutsebaut & Verho-
even, 1991) social researchers conclude that the young share a lack of interest in ofﬁcial, institu-
Table 6 The mean age of the nine religious groups for several life-events.
On what age did you or do you expect to: V20 get married; V16 participate in a dancing faculty; V39 have the ﬁrst com-
plete sexual experience with another person; V12 make your ﬁrst independent holiday trip; V28 be considered by young-
sters as an adult; V26 ﬁrst realise the limits of what men can achieve; V36 start worrying about your future; V35 drive your 
ﬁrst own car; V38 for the ﬁrst time think about the meaning of life and death. Mean age respondents: 23.9 years.
religious
involvement
V20 
marriage
V16 
dancing 
faculty
V39 ﬁrst 
sex
V12 self 
holiday
V28 seen 
as adult
V26 
limits 
achieve-
ment 
men
V36 
worry 
future
V35 drive 
own car
V38 
meaning 
death
1. Orthodox 24.6 19.0 20.8 18.7 20.7 17.0 18.9 22.2 16.7
2. Calvinist 24.2 19.6 19.7 18.2 20.1 15.6 20.1 22.2 16.8
3. Reformed 24.4 16.4 19.2 18.2 20.4 16.1 20.0 22.0 16.1
4. Catholic 24.1 15.8 19.3 18.2 19.4 16.7 20.2 22.3 16.5
5. Marginal 24.6 16.0 18.3 18.0 20.8 17.2 18.9 21.6 16.5
6. New age 25.9 15.8 18.2 17.3 19.9 15.9 18.7 22.9 16.5
7. Ex-member 26.3 16.4 19.2 17.8 19.5 15.3 19.4 22.0 16.4
8. Doubter 27.8 16.3 18.2 17.7 20.3 16.4 19.5 21.8 16.9
9. Nonbeliever 25.1 16.1 18.2 17.3 19.7 15.3 19.2 21.8 16.8
total 25.2 15.1 18.8 17.7 19.9 16.0 19.3 22.1 16.6
N 313 455 565 623 503 352 402 381 464
Pearson -R .24 -.20 -.19 -.14 -.07 -.07 -.05 -.03 .02
ETA .34 .28 .27 .17 .17 .15 .14 .13 .06
The fragmentization of youth  |  Youngsters and an abstract image of God
51
tional religion but at the same time they ﬁnd that only a small minority prefer atheism (Campiche, 
1997). Youngsters have a primarily experiential and experimental outlook on religion. Religion 
is home-made on the basis of personal experiences concerning important life events. Prayer in 
particular is a widespread and important individualised ritual for the young: while only 39% of 
the Dutch youth say to be members of churches, 82% say they pray, at least sometimes. In the 
European studies (Campiche, 1997: 52) the Dutch youth are in third place after Ireland and Italy 
(among 16 countries) on prayer. And this time, and that is exceptional, there is hardly any differ-
ence with the elder generation (18-29 years: 61%; 60 years and older: 68%).
To understand the religiosity of today’s youth, it seems central to understand what their 
prayer is about. We asked them to tell us in their own words what prayer is, why they pray, when 
they pray and how they pray. At the basis of the prayer of the young, as our analysis shows, is the 
well-known tripartite structure of the ritual: when in trouble (mostly concerning other people) 
people start an activity (mostly asking or hoping) to cope with the trouble (mostly on an emo-
tional level): so we have a need, an action and an effect (see Table 7).
Table 7 Frequencies within a model for praying practices of modern young people. N=687
1. Need (408)     → 2. Action (561)     →  4. Effect (398)
(negative (346), others (207))  (ask/hope (201), meditate (197))   (emotional (286))
 
  3. Direction (330) (God (207))
  5. Time (385) (at night (223))
  6. Place (403) (in bed (215))
  7. Method (394) (eyes closed (119), hands joined (104))
Furthermore, although we did not ask the young about the direction of their prayer, most of 
them spontaneously mentioned a direction, an addressee, mostly called God. What God looks 
like for these youngsters, we will discuss later. For now, we will focus on the need, action, direc-
tion and effect, in an attempt to distinguish between different types of prayer (Janssen et al., 
under review). Depending on the centrality of one of these four elements, we predicted four 
kinds of prayer. If the emphasis is on the effect (wanting to be cured), we have a ‘primitive’ 
prayer; if the emphasis is on the direction (God) we are dealing with a ‘religious’ prayer; if the 
action of praying as such is central, the prayer is called ‘meditational’ and if the need, the coping 
element is paramount, we speak of a ‘psychological’ prayer. However, factor analysis showed that 
in our sample of Dutch youths primitive and religious prayer are empirically the same, so we 
summarized the two as religious. It also turned out that each prayer is a combination of these 
three types of prayer. So it is more appropriate to speak of three aspects of prayer: successively 
religious, meditational  and psychological.
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An unexpected ﬁnding is the importance of method, time and place. Every type of prayer has 
its own set of adjuncts. Young people who pray anytime and anywhere, say a meditational prayer. 
Religious prayer is said quietly, at ﬁxed moments in church and often uses formulas. Psychologi-
cal prayer is done at night, lying in bed with hands joined and eyes closed. So place, time and 
method are much more important than was foreseen and are not just (adverbial) adjuncts loosely 
connected to a sentence of more central importance. Durkheim (1912) already emphasized the 
importance of religion as structuring time and place. In the middle ages, time was named after 
the prayer that was said (for instance compline and vespers), but in our times, too, times and 
places are structured by religion.
Religious involvement determines the way youngsters pray. First of all we ﬁnd that the more 
religiously involved youngsters pray more often and give more complex and richer deﬁnitions of 
prayer. Protestants show more expertise than Catholics and the latter more than non-believers. 
There is a major correlation between the nine categories and the prevalence of religious praying 
elements: Pearson R .40 (Janssen et al., under review), and also between praying frequency and 
the number of structural elements mentioned: Pearson R .45 (Janssen et al., 1990). Competence 
and experience leads to a more complete and more extensive prayer. The Protestant and the 
Catholic prayers are also different with respect to the content and the style of the prayer. Catho-
lics use more formulas and Protestants more often pray with eyes closed and hands joined (Jans-
sen et al., 1990). The characterization which psychologist James Bisset Pratt once gave of the 
Catholic and the Protestant prayer still holds: a Catholic priest, he said, prays in silence, alone, 
mumbling and repeating formulas. A Protestant minister prays openly, loud and clear, in front of 
an audience, hands joined and eyes closed. He tries to formulate “the most eloquent prayer ever 
addressed a Boston audience” (Pratt, 1920: 297-298).
These differences notwithstanding, there is great similarity between the prayer of the young 
especially on the meditational and the psychological aspects. Neither of them are correlated with 
religious involvement. On the whole we can characterize the prayer of the young as psychological 
by nature: when confronted with speciﬁc and negative events, in particular the death of relatives, 
youngsters pray in order to ﬁnd the strength to go on. The problem is concrete, but cannot be 
solved, so the desired effect is a psychological change within the praying person. The action is 
meditational in that youngsters do not communicate or talk, but ponder and think. Only a small 
segment of the youth add religious elements to this structure of prayer: they thank God or ask 
for real effects. Even when youngsters ask for real effects, they use their prayer as a concentrated 
motivation (Janssen et al., 1990). Youngsters typically pray when examinations are upcoming, but 
they do not ask for good results, instead they ask for concentration and being able to study well. 
However, for most young people praying is a coping mechanism, a kind of non-directional therapy 
that they apply to keep their life in balance (Janssen et al., 1990; Janssen et al., under review).
It is when they have to face important problems that people turn to religion. Young people, 
for the ﬁrst time in their lives, get confronted with problems that are by their very nature in-
soluble, like the death of loved-ones. Several studies have shown that experiences with death, 
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and in particular the death of personal acquaintances, are the major causes for youngsters to 
reﬂect upon the meaning of life or for the rise of religious experiences (De Hart, 1994). However, 
youngsters nowadays do not turn to institutionalized religion, they prefer a privatized religious 
practice: they pray – as we have seen – when they are alone, in bed, at night, with their eyes 
closed (see Table 7). Both time and place are signiﬁcant. In today’s hectic and busy life, no time 
is left for silence and meditation. In bed people are ﬁnally on their own and ﬁnd an opportunity 
to contemplate the day in silence and solitude. The paramount reality of everyday life is inter-
rupted and, between active thought and deep sleep, the brain activity is reduced to a mode of 
passive receptivity that prepares one to ‘turn inwards’ and meditate the contradictions of daily 
life (Spilka et al., 1985; Janssen et al., 1990).
Interpreting these ﬁndings Liliane Voyé (in Campiche, 1997: 141) characterized the prayer 
of the young as an individualized, do-it-yourself confession. We think this an interesting and 
suitable interpretation. In prayer feelings of guilt, disappointment and deﬁciency are coped with. 
New intentions and plans can be made. So prayer has important psychological functions in the 
construction of identity. It is not meant, as St. Augustine already said, to instruct God but to 
construct oneself: “ut ipsa (mens) construatur, not ut Deus instruatur” (Epistola CXL, caput 
XXIX, 69). Prayer is a mechanism to make an inventory of daily events and to learn to accept 
the inevitable.
Although the young pray privately, in darkness and in bed, they are not alone. They spontane-
ously mention a direction in their prayer, mostly called God. But who is God for people who 
largely say not to belong to any church? To answer this question we did a separate study (Janssen 
et al., 1994). Again we used open ended questions and analyzed the texts of the young. When we 
compare our results with some ﬁndings in the European Values Studies, it becomes clear how 
important it is to let the young themselves talk about religion, answering minimal questions. 
When the young Dutch were asked whether they pray, many gave a positive answer and there 
was hardly any difference between them and the older people (61% versus 68%). But when they 
are asked whether they pray to God the number decreases considerably and a sizeable difference 
with their elders appears (Campiche, 1997: 11% versus 42%). At the same time when talking 
about their own religious practices the young spontaneously use the word ‘God’, and rather of-
ten (Table 7; Janssen et al., 1994; Janssen et al., under review). So we have to conclude that the 
meaning of the word is different in different contexts. In questionnaires the word ‘God’ is related 
to institutional religion, in their own language the young reinvent the word to label a central 
element that they cannot deﬁne in another way. The young have their own ‘native religious gram-
mar’ (Lindbeck, in: Van der Ven, 1992).
When we ask the young who this God is they talk about, they use all kinds of words and met-
aphors. It seems as if they construct their own deﬁnition on the spot. Hutsebaut and Verhoeven 
(1989) found in a Belgian panel study that there is no correlation between the deﬁnitions of God 
that young people gave at the age of 12 and the age of 15. It seems that, like our respondents, 
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they lack a common stock of words and metaphors. In a Dutch study, youngsters reported that 
they were unable to give answers to the well-known Vergote/Tamayo questionnaire on the image 
of God because, in their view, the items were not suitable (anymore) to describe God (Mischke & 
Wittenberg, 1990). Traditional images of God have lost credibility. Young people prefer a vague 
and abstract representation of God. They devoutly practice the mission from Jim Morrison’s An 
American prayer: “Let’s reinvent the Gods”.
As the traditional concepts and representations of God seem to be out of use, and new ones 
yet in construction, we have to ask youngsters to tell us about their God in their own words. 
Therefore we used open ended questions. When we look for common concepts that the young 
use to describe God, we ﬁrst ﬁnd that God is more often described as an activity than as a being. 
In 32% of the deﬁnitions they say “God is”, in 75% of their texts they say “God does”. The most 
mentioned activities of God are wielding power and supporting people. We further found that 
the images of God can hardly be speciﬁed in parental terms or gender. Although God is generally 
referred to as ‘he’ (82% of the texts), God is called a man in only 6% of the texts, and father or 
mother ﬁgures are rarely used as images of God. When forced to choose, God is mostly called 
a man (52%) and a father (28%), but in the further commentaries our respondents gave they 
explicitly refer to traditional pictures and stories: God is a man, so says the Bible and he is gener-
ally depicted as such in paintings and drawings (Janssen et al., 1994). As the European studies 
show, the majority of the Dutch youth deﬁne God as a spirit or force, not as a person (Campiche, 
1997: 108; see also Van der Ven, 1992).
We conclude that to describe God Dutch young people primarily use indeﬁnite, impersonal 
and abstract terms: God is someone or something exercising some kind of power on people. We 
do not know him but see his acts (Janssen et al., 1994). The idea of God, as Pratt (1920: 207) 
put it, “has a large pragmatic element”. Or, in the words of Leuba (1900/1901: 571): “God is not 
known, he is not understood, he is used”. God is reinvented on the basis of daily practice.
Conclusion and discussion
“Our time is a time of religious decline. The once enduring vitality of the religious is in decay. 
(…) Youth is in open conﬂict with the established society and with the authority of the past. 
They experiment with eastern religions and techniques of meditation. The greater part of man-
kind is affected by the decay of the times” (in Borchert, 1994). There is no doubt that the reli-
gious landscape of Europe is in turmoil and will change dramatically in the next decades. The 
differences between the young and the older people are great and point especially to a decreasing 
saliency of traditional, institutional religion. Today even the core believers among the young have 
ideas and practices that deviate fundamentally from ofﬁcial prescriptions and they differ substan-
tially from the elder generation. However, the above-mentioned gloomy picture of culture and 
the state of religion was written in the late ﬁrst century AD by Tacitus and refers to the state 
of the old Hellenistic world. In all ages younger generations deviate from the footsteps of their 
predecessors who regret and criticize this deviation. “Rade volte risurge per li rami - L’umana 
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probitate” (“Rarely does human worth rise through the branches”) Dante sighed in Purgatory 
(VII,121-122); and in Paradise (VIII, 93) he desperately wonders: “Come uscir può di dolce seme 
amaro” (“how from sweet seed may come forth bitter”). Social scientists can share Tacitus’ and 
Dante’s concern without borrowing their moralistic overtone. As a matter of fact Dante also ac-
cepted that the young have to go their own way (Paradise VIII, 127-135). We do not know why, 
they do not know how. For the time being they are groping in the dark, let us say wandering in a 
dark wood. They doubt, they hesitate, they advance by trial and error (Campiche, 1997: 144).
In our society the problems Tacitus and Dante described coincide: culture is changing rapidly 
and can hardly be transferred from one generation to another as a complete package of beliefs, 
values and guidelines for behavior. Achieving culture has become more and more a process of 
construction, of actively acquiring a personalized set of beliefs, values and guidelines for behav-
ior. This pragmatic, trial and error way of thinking and constructing meaning is shared by young 
people participating in today’s youth culture. They have to construct their culture and thus their 
religion over and over again. Modern youth culture has been characterized as a do-it-yourself-
culture (Janssen, 1994: 37). Youngsters are really ‘bricoleurs’ according to Lévi-Strauss’ famous 
dictum (Lévi-Strauss, 1962). They are no ‘ingenieurs’ who draw up plans and sketches and share 
a history as professionals. The ‘bricoleurs’ are amateurs who act from the concrete, inventing by 
recombining what is present in their daily life situation. They have no history: life starts afresh 
every day. They cannot be pinned down on their plans and intentions. They have none. The 
drawing of their buildings can only be made when the building is ﬁnished. Moreover, they do 
not want to be members of ﬁxed groups. They try to escape common formulas and do not want 
to be labeled. The concept of social groups is elusive because youngsters themselves hardly ever 
use conceptions of social groups or categories (Widdicombe & Woofﬁtt, 1995). Even a clear-cut 
punk, who knows perfectly well that others have no choice than to see him as a punk, has a 
tendency – as research shows (Janssen & Prins, 1991) – to say he is not a punk. He is primarily 
himself, unique and undeﬁnable.
Like their culture, the religion of the young is in ﬂux, unstable, changing, reinvented every 
day. Beliefs and practices are aﬂoat in a process of eclecticism and bricolage (Schlegel, 1997: 
29). Only a minority see the bright light of atheism, another minority carry the blinding torch of 
fundamentalism. Youngsters more often construct a personal framework of meanings by choos-
ing from religious and ideological ideas that are available on the “spiritual marketplace” at the 
present time (Felling et al., 1991). In this eclectic process, religious institutions have lost their 
monopoly, and although youngsters still draw on religious traditions, they use them more as “a 
toolbox of symbols than a sense of community or belonging” (Fulton on Hervieu-Leger, 1997). 
As Van Baal (1979) pointed out: “new symbols are not found, they are created and creating is 
exceedingly rare. (…) Modern man is not even able to create a single new word. Whenever we 
need a new term or expression, we borrow words from a foreign language, reshape them a bit 
and thus we make a new term. We make it, but do not create”. In this way, young people nowa-
days borrow symbols and create their own religion. The religion of the majority of the youth is 
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an open ended question par excellence. Many say they do not believe but do have an idea of God, 
many others say they believe but have no idea of God. The prayer of one of our respondents may 
be exemplary for the religion of the young. He said: “I pray to God in whom I don’t believe, that 
He will help my friend who does believe in Him, if he exists” (Janssen et al., 1994). How can one 
be more honest to God?
The rise of the New Age movement ties in with this modern attitude towards religion. New 
Age can be seen as a prototypical form of a ‘do-it-yourself ’ religion (Baerveldt, 1996). Where 
the traditional churches are characterized by membership and a clear structure and organization, 
New Age does not have such a clear structure. New Age does not organize people in groups, 
but in networks. Not membership, but consumption is central. More and more young people 
reject religious doctrines and instead adopt a seeking and experimenting attitude regarding the 
philosophy of life. Although for a portion of the New Age interested people, motivation lies in 
the realm of individual therapy, for another group New Age activities do provide a way of giv-
ing meaning to their lives (Baerveldt, 1996). New Age is not a ready-made belief system that 
replaces traditional religion, it is vague, undeﬁned and continuously changing. This indicates 
that there is a shift, not from belief to disbelief, but from belief to seekership, as Campbell put 
it (in Barker, 1982). This seekership can be placed in the context of advanced industrial society, 
as Inglehart does, where he sees a postmaterialist world-view emerging among the younger gen-
eration, with a relatively great concern for the meaning of life, and a renewed emphasis on the 
sacred, albeit “sacred in nature rather than in churches” (Inglehart, 1990: 433).
 The religion of the youth is not just their affair. It is embedded in our culture, perhaps it is 
the herald of the future, perhaps it tells us something about the essence of religion. In last June 
the international journal Esprit characterized our times as “les temps des religions sans Dieu” 
(“the times of the religions without God”). There is a general tendency to deﬁne God in an 
unspeciﬁc, abstract and impersonal fashion. If this is a variation on atheism, it can be a whole-
some one. In a book on Christian mysticism, Bruno Borchert stresses the religious dimension of 
today’s atheism: “it does not arise out of scepticism and indifference but out of a loss of faith in 
old images and an inability to ﬁnd new ones. This lack of contact with God can prove to be a good 
breeding ground for a fresh form of mysticism” (Borchert, 1994: 165). We share the optimistic 
expectations of Roland Campiche (Campiche et al., 1992) and Ronald Inglehart (1990), that the 
individualized religion of the young is not just a sign of dechristianization but can be the basis 
of a recomposition of religion.
Chapter 4 Youngsters and present-day prayer1
In Europe as a whole and in the Netherlands in particular, the decline in church membership 
is clearly apparent (Becker & Vink, 1994). This trend is especially manifest among the younger 
generation (Campiche, 1997). Only less than half of the Dutch youth are still members of a 
church (Janssen & De Hart, 1993), which is lowest in Europe (16th place among 16 countries: 
Campiche, 1997). However, it would be inaccurate to interpret this as just a process of seculari-
zation in the sense of a decline of religion (Janssen, 1998). Overall, only few youngsters reject re-
ligion explicitly or prefer atheism. Various researchers have pointed out that secularization must 
be redeﬁned as a reorganization of religion (Hervieu-Léger, 1990). On the one hand we see the 
emergence of new religious movements like New Age (Stenger, 1989; Hanegraaff, 1996; Becker 
et al., 1997). On the other hand we see that religious beliefs are increasingly shaped outside the 
institutional churches in the form of individualized practices (Dobbelaere & Voyé, 1990; Dob-
belaere, 1993; Dekker et al., 1997). Indeed, if religion is not measured by church membership 
but as an individualized characteristic indicated by church attendance as well as prayer and the 
salience of religion in one’s life, Dutch youngsters score rather high (5th place among 16 coun-
tries: Campiche, 1997). Prayer in particular is a widespread and important individualized ritual 
for the young (Janssen et al., 1990; Barz, 1993). In the European studies (Campiche, 1997) 61% 
of the Dutch youngsters were found to pray, a percentage that is only surpassed by the Irish and 
Italian youth. Remarkably, there is hardly any difference with the older generation (68% of the 
Dutch people over 60 years pray). We can only conclude that at a time when church membership 
and religious afﬁliation are decreasing signiﬁcantly, especially among youngsters, religiosity is 
still present in the form of individualized rituals, most notably in prayer. With institutionalized 
religion in decline, private prayer is still a good index of religious activity, especially ‘since non-
religious motives are less likely to interfere’, as Argyle and Beit Hallahmi (1958/1975) argued. 
To understand the religiosity of today’s youth, it is therefore crucial to understand what their 
prayer is about.
Common sense holds that prayer involves talking to God (Brown, 1994). The Encyclopædia 
Britannica deﬁnes prayer as “a petition or other address by a human being to God or a god in 
word or thought”. But deﬁnitions of prayer are very diverse and not in all deﬁnitions there is a 
god. For an illuminating and extensive review of deﬁnitions, see Wierzbicka (in Brown, 1994). 
Here we will seek a deﬁnition of prayer by asking youngsters themselves to tell us in their own 
words what prayer is for them, why they pray, when they pray and how they pray.
It is often said that the psychological study of prayer is still in its infancy. Finney and Mal-
ony (1985) and Gill (1987) stress this point independently. Today, the number of studies on 
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prayer is still low, but there are several indications that the interest in the subject is growing. In 
newspapers and magazines (for example the cover stories of Life magazine, 1994 and Newsweek, 
1997), in radio and television programs (for example in the Oprah Winfrey show) and in popular 
publications (the most spectacular: Dossey, 1993) praying is an issue of public attention. Many 
young people pray (Gallup & Castelli, 1989; Gallup & Jones, 1989; Janssen et al., 1990; Poloma 
& Gallup, 1991; Campiche, 1997), but it is unclear why, how, when and where young people 
pray, what effects they anticipate and whether there are varieties of prayer. Before we can answer 
these questions, some theoretical clariﬁcations and speciﬁcations must be made. We will do so 
by clarifying what we mean by prayer and by deﬁning prayer as a ritual.
 
The ritual structure of praying
Rituals are made up of a tripartite structure. There is a beginning, a main part and an ending. 
This may seem trivial, but this structure is important if we want to understand rituals and prayer. 
Various studies on the structure of rituals stress this point. In the sacriﬁce, studied by Henri 
Hubert & Marcel Mauss (1899) and Emile Durkheim (1912), this tripartite structure is deﬁned 
as ‘entrance’ (‘entrée’) → ‘the sacriﬁce as such’ (‘sacriﬁce propre’) → ‘exit’ (‘sortie’). The same 
tripartite structure is recognizable in other ritual practices. In the gift, analyzed by Marcel Mauss 
(1925), the structure is: ‘give’ (‘donner’) → ‘receive’ (‘recevoir’) → ‘give back’ (‘rendre’). In 
the ‘rite de passage’ Arnold Van Gennep (1909) distinguishes successively ‘separation’ (‘sépa-
ration’) → ‘transition’ (‘marge’) → ‘incorporation’ (‘agrégation’). In his study on confession, 
Berggren (1975) distinguishes: ‘guilt’ → ‘confession’ → ‘mercy’. The classic study of William 
James (1902) about the varieties of religious experience is also based on a tripartite model. The 
split personality, the sick soul, is healed by a process of conversion (‘sick soul’ → ‘conversion’ → 
‘healing’). After an initial state of uncertainty, a state of conversion and ﬁnally ecstasy sets in.
In the petitionary prayer, the oldest and most widespread form of prayer (Capps, 1982; Gill, 
1987), the ritual structure is clearly visible: there is a motive to pray (some problem), an action 
to perform (ask something) and an effect to be sought (the solution of the problem). We are 
ill, ask to be cured and are cured in the end. Once the problem is reversed (cured), the prayer 
is over.
In previous research (Janssen et al., 1990), youngsters were asked if they ever felt the need 
to pray, and how they themselves deﬁned praying. This research has produced a general model 
of praying. We prefer the term ‘praying’ over ‘prayer’ to underline that we are dealing with an 
activity. We agree with Phillips, that: “… the meaning of ‘prayer’ is in the activity of praying” 
(1965). Praying is a process, a ritual. Praying can be conceived as an (individualized) ritual with 
a tripartite structure, consisting of a beginning, a main part and an ending. Beginning and ending 
often have mirror symmetry. The activity is meant to turn around the starting point and bring 
about a happy ending. This tripartite structure of praying is often also spatially determined: we 
enter a sacred place from the outside, perform a speciﬁc activity and leave.
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Religion in general, and praying in particular, is often described as a coping mechanism: in 
difﬁcult circumstances and in times of stress religious activity heightens (Pargament, 1997). 
When we ask youngsters nowadays to describe their praying practices, the tripartite coping 
structure appears, but the process is more complex than in the previous examples. Anthro-
pologist Geertz (1966) deﬁned religion as the tuning of worldview (the world as it is in sheer 
actuality) and ethos (the world as it should be). The tuning can go either way: by changing the 
ethos (one’s wishes) or by changing the world. This runs parallel to the distinction in psychol-
ogy between primary and secondary control: people can bring the environment ‘into line with 
their wishes’ or bring themselves ‘into line with environmental forces’ (Rothbaum, Weisz and 
Snyder, 1982). When confronted with the hardships of life (like the decease of close relatives), 
today most people do not pray to reverse things, but to ﬁnd the strength to accept and endure 
them. Pratt (1910/11, 1920) already came across this function of prayer in his empirical re-
search. Praying often aims at acquiring secondary control, a change in oneself. Youngsters do 
not simply want to change things in their favor, but they look for force, strength and support to 
accept the unavoidable or to achieve certain things (Janssen et al., 1990). So mirror symmetry is 
not excluded, but it is a special case.
A general model for praying practices
The tripartite structure of praying can be described using the structure of a sentence: it contains 
a conditional adjunct (the need), a predicator (the action) and a direct object (the effect). Praying 
often also has a direction that can be described as an indirect object: someone or something apart 
from the one who prays (Janssen et al., 1994). The word that is mentioned most as the direction 
of praying is ‘God’, but at the same time the deﬁnition of God turns out to be vague and change-
able. Traditional images of God have lost credibility and youngsters prefer an abstract represen-
tation (Dobbelaere & Voyé, 1990; Hutsebaut & Verhoeven, 1991; Janssen et al., 1994). It seems 
puzzling that such a central concept cannot be deﬁned more precisely. On second thought, this 
might not be so puzzling at all when we realize that according to Durkheim (1912), it is not the 
concept of a God that lies at the base of religions, but an indeterminate collection of vague and 
impersonal powers, which Durkheim called ‘mana’. It would seem that although present-day 
youngsters use the term ‘God’, they actually refer to a concept that is closer to ‘mana’.
Secondary but signiﬁcant, as we will see, is the ﬁnding that praying is often performed at 
special moments, in special places and according to speciﬁc rules or methods (Janssen et al., 
1990). So we can extend the sentence structure by adding three adverbial adjuncts: time, place 
and method (see ﬁgure 1).
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Figure 1 A model for praying practices of modern young people (Janssen et al., 1990).
 1.  Need      → 2.  Action      → 4.  Effect
  (conditional adjunct)  (predicator)  (direct object)
 
   3.  Direction (indirect object)
   5.  Time (adverbial adjunct 1)
   6.  Place (adverbial adjunct 2)
   7.  Method (adverbial adjunct 3)
Varieties of prayer
Having established this broad and general model for praying practices, we will now turn our 
attention to varieties of praying. We propose a new method to classify the varieties of prayer, 
by re-examining Heilers classical study of prayer (1921/1932). We will update his ﬁndings and 
place them within the structural model that we found earlier (ﬁgure 1). Heiler distinguished 
nine different kinds of prayer: 1- the naive prayer of primitive man, 2- the ritual prayer formula, 
3- the hymn, 4- prayer in the religion of Greek Civilization, 5- prayer in philosophical thought, 
6- the prayer in the individual piety of great religious personalities, 7- the individual prayer of 
great poets and artists, 8- prayer in public congregational worship and 9- the individual prayer 
as a religious duty and good work.
The criteria Heiler used are somewhat disparate and sometimes evaluative. Several of his 
examples cannot be expected to apply to today’s youth (in particular 3, 4, 6 and 7). However, 
we expect four ways of praying to be of factual importance today: primitive prayer, which we 
will call petitionary prayer (1 and 2), meditative (philosophical) prayer (5), religious (Christian) 
prayer (8) and individual prayer (9). We can deﬁne each of the four types of praying by its speciﬁc 
emphasis on one of the four central structural elements (need, direction, action and effect). In 
petitionary prayer the effect is central, in religious prayer the direction is central, in meditative 
prayer the action is central and in individual prayer – here deﬁned as psychological prayer – the 
need is central (see ﬁgure 2).
Before we elaborate on these four varieties of prayer, we will ﬁrst compare them with other clas-
siﬁcations of prayer. Our typology resembles that of Poloma & Gallup (1991) and that of Hood, 
Morris & Harvey (1993, we refer to the presentation in Hood et al., 1996). In both studies, four 
remarkably similar praying factors were found (Hood et al., 1996: 212). Poloma & Gallup distin-
guish ritual, petitionary, conversational and meditative prayer (Poloma & Gallup, 1991), Hood 
et al. distinguish material, petitionary, liturgical and contemplative prayer (in Hood et al., 1996). 
Both studies base their typology on a factor analysis of a range of closed questions concerning 
prayer activities. We deﬁned our classiﬁcation independently and on theoretical grounds, by re-
examining Heiler’s study. Still, there is some resemblance: what we deﬁned as meditative prayer 
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resembles Poloma’s meditative and Hood’s contemplative prayer; our religious prayer resembles 
Poloma’s conversational and Hood’s liturgical prayer; our petitionary prayer resembles Poloma’s 
petitionary and Hood’s material as well as petitionary prayer. However, our psychological prayer 
does not seem to match any of the four.
In a study about religion and coping styles, we ﬁnd an interesting classiﬁcation that bears 
great resemblance to our typology of the varieties of prayer (Pargament et al., 1988). Pargament 
and colleagues distinguish three methods of problem-solving, depending on the individual’s 
relationship with God. The locus of responsibility for the problem-solving process can be either 
the individual or God, and the problem-solving process itself can be either active or passive. 
Following these two dimensions, Pargament and colleagues ﬁnd three styles or modes of prob-
lem-solving that correspond to three of our types of prayer. In the deferring mode of problem-
solving, God is active but the person is passive. This mode matches the petitionary prayer. In 
the collaborative mode, both God and the person are active, which matches the religious prayer. 
The self-directing mode matches what we call psychological prayer: the person is active but God 
is passive.
Following the logic of this classiﬁcation, a fourth style of problem solving is conceivable, 
in which both God and the individual are passive. Pargament and colleagues do not deﬁne this 
mode, but it ﬁts in perfectly with our meditative prayer. Meditative prayer is what we would call 
a receptive mode, in which responsibility for problem-solving is neither located in the individual, 
nor God. Acceptance characterizes the attitude of the person who meditates. In ﬁgure 3, we com-
pare our classiﬁcation of prayer with the classiﬁcation of problem-solving by Pargament et al.
Figure 2 Prediction for four varieties of praying: a combination of some deﬁnitions of praying by Heiler (1921) and 
the praying model of modern youth (Janssen et al., 1990). Shaded cells reﬂect the prediction of the main component 
of each variety of praying.
Components of praying
need action direction effect
method/ time/ 
place
Prototypical 
varieties of 
praying
petitionary
concrete 
problem
ask God / power real public ritual
religious positive / guilt thank God faith public ritual
meditative continuous meditate / think power / self cognitive individual ritual
psychological
concrete 
problem
meditate power / self emotional individual ritual
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Figure 3 Three styles of problem-solving found by Pargament, Kennell, Hathaway, Grevengoed, Newman and Jones 
(1988) (bold items), compared with the prediction for four varieties of praying (underlined items). (The receptive 
mode is not distinguished by Pargament et al.)
 
Person
active passive
God
active
collaborative mode
religious prayer
deferring mode
petitionary prayer
passive
self-directing mode
psychological prayer
receptive mode
meditative prayer
We will now describe the four varieties of praying that we have established (see ﬁgures 2 and 3).
Prototypical petitionary prayer
In the petitionary prayer the principal component is the effect. Prayer is meant to change per-
sonal or social problems in a real way. One is not seeking some vague psychological support, 
but real things: “life and health, food, sunshine and rain, possessions, honour and victory…” 
(Heiler, 1932/1958). These needs are based upon concrete real life problems, especially to do 
with health and prosperity. In petitionary prayer we can see mirror symmetry between need and 
effect: praying is meant to bring about a solution of a concrete problem. By praying in this man-
ner, people attempt to gain primary control, that is to bring the environment in line with their 
wishes (Rothbaum, Weisz and Snyder, 1982).
In petitionary prayer, the action is directed to God or some supernatural power but is prima-
rily meant to solve the original problem. When God is mentioned, he is often referred to as a di-
rect object: God is asked to act, to change things. In the Roman religion, God was prayed (or gods 
were prayed). In classical Latin the verb ‘precari’ is regularly followed by a direct object (‘precari 
deum’). In fact God is to change and thereby becomes a direct object and part of the effect1.
Petitionary or primitive prayer, the oldest and most basic way of praying according to Heiler, 
is mostly done in public and in a ritual way. A classic example of petitionary prayer is the Italian 
custom to pray for rain in spring. God and the saints are called and eventually pressed to deliver 
rain. If it does not start to rain, the statues of the saint are thrown into the river. Here, God and 
the saints function in a dramatic way as direct objects, not as subjects. This magical aspect of 
praying is still popular today. Many people expect real effects of praying and some argue that sci-
ence corroborates these expectations (Dossey, 1993). We will not discuss these claims, agreeing 
with Hood et al. (1997: 396) that they are ‘scientiﬁcally very open to question’. Among today’s 
youth, the way of praying that is most similar to petitionary praying is to ask for success at 
1 There is hardly any research on these questions. We thank Dr. A. Bastiaensen for his valuable advice.
The fragmentization of youth  |  Youngsters and present-day prayer
63
examinations (Janssen et al., 1990). However, although the real effect does seem central in the 
latter case, most of the youngsters realize that praying can only stimulate them to achieve them-
selves. So, on closer inspection, the effect is not real, since the individuals do not aim at gaining 
primary control, but secondary control, bringing themselves into line with environmental forces 
and altering not the problem but the person (Rothbaum, Weisz and Snyder, 1982).
Following the classiﬁcation of problem-solving styles by Pargament and colleagues (Parga-
ment et al., 1988), we would call petitionary prayer a deferring mode since the person is passive 
and God is regarded as active. All power is attributed to God and the praying person waits for 
solutions from God.
Prototypical religious prayer
In religious (Christian) prayer, the direction (God) is central. One wants to communicate and 
talk with God. Needs and effects are often termed in religious language, using words like ‘thank’, 
‘guilt’ and ‘forgiveness’. These words assume the presence of another person, someone who 
listens or who forgives. Finney and Malony (1985) underline that not a (personal) need but the 
afﬁrmation of faith in God is at the heart of Christian prayer. We expect that this prayer will 
mainly take place in public rituals. The direction is differently deﬁned in different religions. 
In the Christian religion God is prayed to (‘orare ad Deum’, or ‘precari Dei’), where God is an 
indirect object. This type of prayer is communicative. Both the praying person and God are ac-
tive, and the problem-solving style is a collaborative mode (Pargament et al., 1988). Elsewhere, 
Pargament (1997: 293) deﬁnes religious coping as ‘pleading’, as a ‘relationship’ or ‘partnership’. 
Religious prayer aims at gaining a form of secondary control that Rothbaum and colleagues label 
vicarious control: submission to a deity enables the individual to join in His power and “gain 
strength through the Lord” (Rothbaum, Weisz and Snyder, 1982). We use the label religious 
prayer instead of Christian, because this way of praying is also characteristic for other institu-
tionalized religions.
Prototypical meditative prayer
Heiler talks of ‘prayer in philosophical thought’, aimed at realizing moral values. We prefer the 
term meditative prayer, referring to the main element in this way of praying, the action, that 
can be described as meditating or thinking. The direction is often self-centered. The need is 
non-speciﬁc and the effect is a constant improvement of self-awareness. One hopes to become a 
better human being by regularly withdrawing into oneself. This type of prayer is typically indi-
vidualistic. It can be done anywhere, preferably alone and in silence. Pratt (1920, p. 334) spoke 
of the ‘use of prayer as selfculture’. He argued that worldwide only a few earnest ‘emancipated’ 
minds may succeed in reaping some subjective beneﬁts from prayer after they have given up the 
belief in any external inﬂuence (Pratt, 1920, p. 335). Today the number of emancipated prayers 
seems to have increased substantially. As we will see, many young people pray without referring 
to external powers, and even when God is mentioned, he is often located within the self.
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The classical question is whether the meditative kind of prayer should be named prayer. Tylor 
(1871, p. 450) deﬁned prayer as ‘the address of personal spirit to personal spirit’. He excluded 
Buddhist ‘devotional utterances of desire’ because ‘there is no Thou’. Even the pragmatic deﬁni-
tion of religion by William James (1902) stresses the importance of the divine. In our opinion, 
the direction of prayer is indeed important, but it does not have to be a person or another being. 
People increasingly pray to vague powers and they locate these powers in themselves (Janssen et 
al., 1994). Meditating is considered a form of prayer by a signiﬁcant number of today’s youth.
Although Pargament and colleagues do not distinguish meditation as a separate problem-
solving style, it follows logically from their classiﬁcation (Pargament et al., 1998). In meditative 
prayer the praying person is passive, in what we might call a receptive mode, but without hand-
ing over the responsibility to God.
Prototypical psychological prayer
The psychological prayer is not deﬁned as such by Heiler, but it is not just a product of today’s 
individualistic and psychologically oriented way of life. Grifﬁn (1929) already stressed the psy-
chological effect of prayer on the individual. As we found in our previous research, it is the most 
widespread and most important way of praying of modern youth, and it is primarily performed 
individually: at night, in bed (Janssen et al., 1990). At the center is a real problem in everyday 
life. One tries to cope with it by psychological means: either learning to accept it or ﬁnding the 
strength to change things by personal achievement. If something is asked for, it is not a real effect 
in the outside world but a change in oneself, to be more self-conﬁdent, have more strength and 
perseverance. One hopes to improve one’s achievements by being optimally psychologically pre-
pared. Psychological prayer gives the individual a form of secondary control (Rothbaum, Weisz 
and Snyder, 1982).
Hood and colleagues describe secondary control as emotion-focused coping, where ‘the prob-
lem continues to exist, but the person is being altered’ (Hood et al., 1996: 381). We think this 
can be an important aspect of psychological praying. However, we saw before that when young-
sters ask for success at examinations they in fact pray in order to concentrate and study better. 
Praying has an objective effect in so far that it helps them to achieve. So, psychological prayer as 
a secondary control can indeed change the world, just by changing the subject. 
Following the classiﬁcation of Pargament and colleagues, psychological praying is a self-di-
recting mode: God is considered passive and the praying person is active (Pargament et al., 
1988). A self-directing mode is an active coping orientation that stresses personal agency. The 
problems that cause people to pray need not be immense. Many people also report religious cop-
ing with daily hassles and frustrations (Pargament, 1997: 142). We expect that many people pray 
in a psychological way.
The question is whether the four kinds of praying that we distinguished on theoretical 
grounds can be found in the actual religious behavior of modern youth. We hypothesize that 
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four varieties of prayer will be predominant: petitionary, religious, meditative and psychological, 
each with a main component, effect, direction, action and need, namely. Considering previous 
research (Janssen et al., 1990), we expect that psychological prayer is the most common of these 
four varieties of prayer.
Method
The research was carried out in 1991 (De Hart, 1994) and the sample consisted of 687 Dutch 
youngsters who had participated in previous research when they were still at secondary school 
(1986). In all Dutch provinces, a random sample was taken. Participants had an average age of 
23.9 years; 44% of them was male and 62% attended school, among them 57% went to universi-
ty. The conclusions therefore relate to the better-educated, elder youth, in due time an important 
segment of opinion leaders in society.
Our research is predominantly based on the analysis of open-ended questions. The multiple 
choice method that several surveys apply can be useful in some cases, but has its shortcomings 
when it comes to fully understanding how young people construct their religion. In general, 
open-ended questions are to be preferred over closed questions when the behavior and concepts 
of people are subject to constant change and reconstruction (Ratner, 1997). We are living in an 
age of cultural change, marked by individualization and differentiation, where people have to 
construct their own concepts. They have to be inventors in a way (Janssen & Prins, 2000). Reli-
gious beliefs and practices are increasingly shaped outside the traditional institutional churches 
and become more and more individualized and diverse (Dobbelaere & Voyé, 1990; Dekker et al., 
1997). To understand the religious practices of today’s youth, we have to study their thinking 
process and not just the conclusions of that process (Spilka et al., 1985: 69). Using open-ended 
questions is therefore the best, if not the only way to get an insight in contemporary religious 
practices among youngsters.
We asked our respondents whether they ever had the need to pray. 73% Of them did pray at 
least sometimes (35% regularly, 38% sometimes, 27% never). We asked them to describe their 
praying behavior and also to describe needs, actions, methods, times, places and effects. We did 
not ask for the direction of prayer but most of the answers did mention directions. To analyze 
the answers to the open ended questions, we used a computerized method of content analysis 
called Textable (Janssen, 1990; Welten & Janssen, 1992)1. This computer program allows us to 
handle texts, to categorize them and to link them with data from closed questions. One of the 
advantages of Textable is the possibility of interaction between open and closed information 
processing. It is also possible to continuously control and adapt the category system and return 
to the original answers at any point in the analysis.
1 For information about Textable see http://www.textable.nl.
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Results
All texts were scored according to the variable scheme described in ﬁgure 4. There, the frequen-
cies are given as well. We can see that, as in previous research (Janssen et al., 1990), the proto-
typical prayer of youth goes as follows: faced with negative problems (346) to do with others 
(207), people ask/hope (201) or meditate (197), directing their prayer to God (207), looking for 
emotional relief (286), lying in bed (215), at night (223), with their eyes closed (119) and hands 
joined (104).
Figure 4 Categories used to score the descriptions of praying behavior. Frequencies are mentioned between brack-
ets. (N=687)
need (408): negative (346), others (207), concrete (142), positive (105), neutral (85), regularly (29).
action (561):  to ask/hope (201), to meditate (197), dialogue (183), to thank (82), to propound (73).
direction (330): God (207), someone (69), power (50), myself (42).
effect (398): emotional (286), cognitive (129), religious (74), real (73).
place (403): in bed (215), anywhere (101), at home (91), church (69), room (30), countryside (36), else (26).
time (385): at night (223), anytime (128), at dinner (55), in the morning (26), ﬁxed (23).
method (394): eyes closed (119), hands joined (104), think (91), talk (59), lying down (45), to myself (43),  
   quiet (39), formula (40), sit down (37).
These results indicate that young people mainly pray when they themselves or their relatives or 
friends are in trouble. As the old adage goes; ‘in wartime, there are no atheists in the foxholes’. 
Young people hope to get emotional and cognitive strength. Real effects are mentioned, but in 
most cases problems are solved in a self-directed way (Pargament et al., 1988) whereby the ﬁrst 
effect of praying is secondary control: a change in the person who prays (Rothbaum, Weisz and 
Snyder, 1982). On the whole the religious aspect of prayer is secondary: a minority pray to afﬁrm 
their faith. God is an important element in most prayers, but he is a rather vague and impersonal 
being for many young people. Many just meditate without reference to anyone else.
A factor analysis was carried out to check the empirical status of the four forms of prayer we de-
ﬁned. The input variables are the categories the respondents used to describe their prayer (ﬁgure 
4). The results show an outcome that reﬂects the predictions we made. We extracted four (ﬁxed) 
factors that should reﬂect the four varieties of prayer (see ﬁgure 5).
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Figure 5 Four varieties of praying and their components. Principal components factor analysis with varimax rotation. 
The analysis is based on tetrachorical correlations. Four factor solution (number of factors ﬁxed). Factor loadings 
smaller than .30 not shown. Bold elements load only on one factor. Shaded cells reﬂect the prediction of the main 
component of each variety of praying. N=687.
Components of praying
need action direction effect
method
time
place
Varietes of praying (factors)
thank .33 someone -.81
God .46
religious .51
real .43
formula .69
talk .32
morning .73
regularly .53
at night .32
room .65
dinner .52
home .36
explained 
variance 
7,2%
Factor I
‘petitionary
 prayer’
explained 
variance 
11,3%
Factor II
‘religious
 prayer’
positive .39
thank .33
dialogue .30
power -.89
God .50
religious .47
quiet .59
lying down -.40
ﬁxed moments .88
regularly .34
church .79
dinner .70
home .59
explained 
variance 
23,5%
Factor III
‘meditative
 prayer’
negative .74
others .52
concrete .45
meditate .48
myself .48
someone .32
cognitive .64
emotional .60
in myself .55
think .49
anytime .84
anywhere .74
outside .49
explained 
variance 
8,4%
Factor IV
‘psycho-
logical
 prayer’
negative .60
others .52
concrete .50
neutral .34
dialogue .38 God .37
emotional .52
religious .33
lying down .72
eyes closed .69
hands joined .68
at night .89
in bed .91
Not in all details, but on the whole the four ways of praying can be distinguished. Bold elements 
load on one factor or type of prayer only, but we also see that many elements load on two factors 
(with factor loadings > .30). If we compare ﬁgure 2 (our prediction) and ﬁgure 5 (the result of 
factor analysis) we ﬁnd a striking resemblance, some reﬁnements and some unexpected results. 
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Overall, the four types are clearly visible, but not all types are complete. We will describe the 
four types of praying that we found and clarify them using the texts of the respondents (between 
quotation marks).
Factor I, labeled as Petitionary prayer
In the ﬁrst factor, which we label as petitionary prayer, the effect – according to the hypothesis 
the central element – is indeed central. Typical petitionary prayer aims at a real effect, and al-
though no speciﬁc needs are mentioned, we can deduce them by turning around the effect. If 
one aims to be cured, the need is an illness. The most mentioned structural elements are thank-
ing God, in the morning, in one’s room, talking and by using formulas. In petitionary prayer 
the effect is central and primordial. Our respondents ask and hope that ‘things will pass off as 
favorably as possible’, that there will be ‘unexpected turns’, that ‘it will help’, that prayer will be 
‘heard’, that ‘relations will improve’, that ‘war will be prevented’, that ‘wishes will come true’, 
that ‘things will be good’, that there will be ‘a happy end’, that we ‘can make things happen’. In 
petitionary prayer as we deﬁned it, God is active, and the person who prays is passive in a defer-
ring mode. However, closer inspection of the texts reveals that God is almost never referred to as 
a direct object, but rather as an indirect object: our respondents deﬁne God in a more religious 
way, namely as a partner in a relation.
Furthermore, the data indicate that petitionary prayer is indeed of a ritual nature, often with 
the use of formulas (little prayers, Our Father, prayer book). However, it is not a public ritual as 
predicted, but a private one. Petitionary prayer is not performed in church, but at home in one’s 
room.
Factor II, labeled as Religious prayer
According to the data, praying to God is a common element in all praying varieties except for 
meditative prayer. Speciﬁc for religious prayer is the fact that the direction is God, and explicitly 
not ‘a power’. Belief in a personal God is part of orthodox Christian religion (Batson et al., 1993: 
171). In our sample, as predicted, the direction of religious prayer is God: one often talks and 
communicates with God, thanking him and asking advice. Here God is represented as an indirect 
object.
Religious prayer is described by the respondents as starting from a positive need (at moments 
of happiness and joy: on a wedding day, when everything goes ﬁne, when the weather is good and 
examinations have been passed), thanking or talking to God, aiming for a religious effect (hoping 
‘to experience God’, that ‘God sympathizes with me’, to ‘trust in God’, ‘to let God share in our 
hopes and sorrows’, ‘to build a relationship with God’), and is said quietly, at ﬁxed moments, in 
church. As we predicted in ﬁgure 2, religious prayer is indeed embedded in a public ritual.
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Factor III, labeled as Meditative prayer
The prediction that the emphasis in meditative praying lies in the action component is corrobo-
rated in our ﬁndings. The action is described as meditation, that is to ‘reﬂect’, ‘ponder’, ‘con-
sider’, ‘concentrate’, ‘meditate’. Meditative praying often starts from a negative need (mostly 
concrete events concerning others), aiming at emotional (look for ‘strength’, ‘support’, ‘cour-
age’, ‘consolation’, ‘rest’, ‘to blow off steam’, ‘to be relieved’, ‘to relax’) and cognitive effects (get 
‘new ideas’, ‘make things clear’, ‘become conscious of oneself ’, ‘reﬂection’, learn to ‘put things 
into perspective’). The prayer is directed inwards and the method corresponds with this and 
consists of thinking to oneself (‘evaluating’, ‘thinking’, ‘concentrating’, ‘talking’, ‘whispering’; 
‘with myself ’, ‘in myself ’, ‘with my inner self ’, ‘in my heart of hearts’, ‘with my super-ego’, ‘with 
my consciousness’, ‘quiet’, ‘in silence’), whereby both time and place are non-speciﬁc: medita-
tive praying can be done anywhere at any moment (‘time is irrelevant’, ‘always when needed’, ‘at 
different moments’, ‘at various moments’, ‘any time’, ‘all day’; ‘can be anywhere’, ‘at all places’, 
‘no special place’, including ‘the countryside’, ‘wandering’ and ‘biking’, at ‘quiet places’ in ‘small 
rooms’). Meditative prayer is a ‘portable’ prayer so to speak that can be performed anytime, any 
place. It is indeed (as predicted in ﬁgure 2) a private ritual. In meditative prayer, both God (or 
the direction of the prayer) and the person are passive, in a receptive mode.
Factor IV, labeled as Psychological prayer
As predicted the main component of psychological prayer is the need. This need is deﬁned as 
neutral or negative and often concerns concrete events and other people (‘when my mother died’, 
‘when my father had a heart-attack’, ‘when my father and stepmother got divorced’, ‘when my 
father attempted suicide’, ‘when my father got cancer’, ‘when my mother was institutionalized’, 
‘when I was in crisis’, ‘when my uncle was cremated’, at the funerals of grandfathers, grandmoth-
ers and dogs, ‘at the outbreak of the Gulf war’, ‘when my friend did not come home’, ‘when I 
got lost on vacation’). As always, people pray when they are in trouble; youths are no exception. 
While petitionary prayer aims at a real effect, psychological prayer functions as a mechanism to 
actively cope with stressful events, in a self-directing mode, thereby gaining secondary control. 
Stressful events range from death to daily hassles.
The action of psychological prayer is a dialogue with God in order to get an emotional or 
religious effect. Psychological prayer is said at night, lying in bed, with eyes closed and hands 
joined. All respondents use these same simple words. Psychological prayer and meditative prayer 
are typically private, not public.
Remarkable and unforeseen is the importance of method, time and place in differentiating be-
tween the several types of praying. The factor loadings are rather high and most elements often 
load on only one factor (bold elements in ﬁgure 5). Each variety of praying is characterized by a 
speciﬁc set of elements concerning method, time and place. Young people who pray anytime and 
anywhere pray in a meditative fashion. Psychological prayer is said lying in bed at night. Reli-
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gious prayer is said quietly, at ﬁxed moments in church. Petitionary prayer consists in formulas 
and is said in the morning in one’s room. So place, time and method are not just (adverbial) 
adjuncts loosely connected to a sentence of more central importance (see ﬁgure 5). Durkheim 
(1912) emphasized the importance of religion as structuring times and places. In the Middle 
Ages, the hours of the day were named after the prayer that was said (for instance compline and 
vespers). Nowadays, times and places are still important to understand the religious behavior 
of people.
Although we successfully distinguished the four factors that we expected, it turned out that 
there is a substantial correlation in our population between petitionary and religious praying. 
The distinction we made is theoretically convincing, but on empirical grounds we have to con-
clude that young adults combine religious and petitionary praying elements. We can show this 
in a second order factor-analysis (ﬁgure 6).
Figure 6 Second-order factor analysis on the four varieties of praying. Principal components. Varimax rotation. 
Input: correlation matrix four praying factors ﬁgure 5. Two factors extracted.
4 praying factors I II
petitionary .94 .13
religious .93 .10
psychological .63 .67
meditative .03 .97
% explained variance 63% 26%
 
The second order factor-analysis reveals two clear factors. The ﬁrst factor combines religious and 
petitionary prayer. Meditative prayer represents the second factor. These two factors account for 
almost 90% of the variance. However, psychological prayer is common to both factors. This is an 
indication that the psychological aspect of praying might be a general underlying structure of all 
prayer, that is interpreted and applied according to the religious afﬁliation and religious involve-
ment of the praying subject. We conclude that there are not four, but three varieties of prayer that 
can be deﬁned as religious (including the petitionary aspect), psychological and meditative.
The correlation between religious and petitionary prayer ties in with the ﬁnding of Parga-
ment and colleagues (Pargament et al., 1988) that there is a signiﬁcant correlation between the 
deferring problem-solving style, which corresponds with petitionary prayer, and the collabora-
tive problem-solving style, which corresponds with religious prayer. As we saw before, in our 
sample God functions as an indirect object in both cases. The balance of the negotiation between 
God and man goes up and down between the deferring and the collaborative mode, often hang-
ing in between.
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Religious involvement and praying
The Netherlands has since long been a country of several religious minorities that lived in har-
mony, in what was called a pillarized society. Since the sixties the Netherlands pluralized even 
more as a result of the processes of secularization, individualization and the emergence of new 
religious movements, summarized here as New Age (Janssen, 1998). The next question we want 
to answer is how the three types of praying that we have found are distributed over the full range 
of the Dutch youth, religious as well as non-religious (Janssen & Prins, 2000).
First, we constructed a measure for religious involvement by combining traditional socio-
logical variables like ‘church membership’ and ‘church attendance’ with the personal variables 
‘praying’ (regularly or sometimes vs. never) and ‘involvement in New Age activities’. Combin-
ing these sociological and personal variables, we can distinguish nine religious groups. The ﬁrst 
distinction is the traditional one between church members and non-church members. This so-
ciological variable still works, albeit for a diminishing segment of the youth. In our research 
39% of the youngsters are still members of a church. We distinguish Orthodox Protestants (4%), 
Calvinists (7%), Reformed Protestants (7%) and Catholics (12%). It is known from previous 
research that these groups show a decreasing measure of participation and conviction (Peters & 
Schreuder, 1987; De Hart, 1990; Felling et al., 1991; Dekker et al., 1997). Furthermore there are 
those who consider themselves members of a church, but either never attend church, or never 
pray. We labeled them Marginals (9%).
For the remaining 61% that are not afﬁliated to a church, we devised a new heuristic scheme. 
Usually this group is not differentiated any further. In our opinion this is a mistake: apostasy 
is as multicolored as conversion and disbelief is as complex as belief (Pruyser, 1974). Besides, 
non-denominational people are also individualized and construct their own particular way of 
life. First, we distinguish the New Age youngsters, who participate in a considerable number of 
New Age related activities (16%). We presented a list of 12 ﬁelds of interest: yoga, reincarnation, 
astrology, extraterrestrial civilizations, parapsychology, macrobiotics, anthroposophy, homeopa-
thy, the New Age movement, Buddhism, Zen and holism (De Hart & Janssen, 1992). Youngsters 
not afﬁliated to a church who participate in activities related to six or more of these issues are 
considered New Age-minded. The seventh group is made up of the former members of churches 
(Ex-members). Their only religious activity is praying (18%). Youngsters in the eighth group, 
labeled Doubters (9%), were never afﬁliated to any church, but do pray at least sometimes. The 
last group is the group of Non-believers (18%). They lack any kind of religious involvement 
whatsoever.
To test the validity of this classiﬁcation of religious involvement, we correlated it with other 
variables concerning religion. Our prediction is that religious involvement is linearly correlated 
with religious opinions and activities. We tested this hypothesis by comparing Pearson-R cor-
relations (indicating linearity) and ETA coefﬁcients (maximizing non-linearity). When the Pear-
son-correlation is high and the ETA does not substantially deviate, correlation is linear and the 
model we predicted holds. Tests of signiﬁcance are not applied, since the sample is rather large 
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and all correlations, even very small ones, would be signiﬁcant. Figure 7 shows some of the main 
results.
Figure 7 Religious involvement on the variables V84 The importance of being close to God; V534 Conciliation with 
death is only possible by trusting God and surrendering to Him; V57 The importance of being a good Christian; V418 
Deﬁnition of a higher reality. Range V84 and V57: 1= very important, 5= very unimportant; V534: 1= agree totally, 
5= do not agree at all.
religious
involvement
V84 close to 
God
V534 trust 
God death
V57 good 
Christian
V418 deﬁnition higher reality
%
mean score mean score mean score
God
higher 
being
don’t 
know
doesn’t 
exist total
1. Orthodox 1.8 2.1 1.9 87 13 0 0 4%
2. Calvinist 1.8 2.0 1.8 70 24 7 0 7%
3. Reformed 2.0 2.2 1.9 72 20 9 0 7%
4. Catholic 2.9 2.9 2.6 41 43 14 1 12%
5. Marginal 3.5 3.5 3.1 29 41 29 2 9%
6. New age 4.2 4.4 4.1 5 47 42 6 16%
7. Ex-member 4.3 4.5 4.3 6 24 48 22 18%
8. Doubter 4.4 4.5 4.3 4 44 28 25 9%
9. Nonbeliever 4.8 4.9 4.7 1 10 43 46 18%
total 3.7 3.8 3.6 16 31 30 23 N=687
Pearson -R .72 .71 .70 .68
ETA .74 .74 .73 .69
In all cases, the Pearson-R is almost equal to the ETA. This is a clear indication of linearity and 
corroborates our predictions. Differences within the Protestant groups are sometimes small, 
but in line with our predictions. Catholics differ remarkably in all respects from the Protestant 
groups. Their scores lie between these groups and the marginals. The group of non-believers, 
a signiﬁcant group of young people (about 18% of the population), almost entirely rejects any 
reference to God and Christianity. They are, in the words of Max Weber, ‘religiös unmusikalisch’, 
tone-deaf to religion.
The classiﬁcation represents a solid measure of religious involvement (see also Janssen & 
Prins, 2000). We can now answer the question of how the three types of praying that we have 
found earlier are distributed over the variations of religious involvement. How do youngsters in 
each of these groups pray? (Excluding category 8, the people who never pray of course). Figure 
8 shows the results.
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Figure 8 The varieties of religious involvement and types of prayer. N=542.
8a) the absolute number of praying elements
religious involvement
8b) the relative importance of praying elements
religious involvement
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Correlations and partial correlations:
religious involvement
number of: Pearson R correlation partial correlation
religious praying elements  .52  .40
psychological praying elements  .33  .05
meditative praying elements -.02 -.01
Figure 8a validates the claim that the variety of religious involvement is correlated in a linear 
fashion with praying: religious involvement leads to a more complicated and richer deﬁnition of 
praying. In earlier research a substantial correlation (Pearson R .45) between praying frequency 
and the number of structural elements was found (Janssen et al., 1990). The number of psycho-
logical and religious praying elements (Figure 8a) is correlated substantially with the measure 
of religious involvement (Pearson R = -.33 and -.52). However, there is no correlation for the 
meditative prayer (R = .02). The correlation for psychological praying turns out to be very small 
in the end (partial correlation: -.05).
When the relative importance of the praying elements is calculated (ﬁgure 8b) the psycho-
logical praying elements turn out to be of equal importance for all groups. Independently of the 
degree of religious involvement, around 40% of the praying elements are psychological in nature. 
The combination of religious and meditative elements varies in accordance with our hypothesis: 
the greater the religious involvement, the greater the number of religious praying elements and 
the smaller the number of meditative elements, and vice versa. An important result is the stabil-
ity of psychological praying elements. They show no correlation with religious involvement and 
their relative contribution is invariant (Figure 8b).
A closer inspection of the several (structural and content) categories, gives some additional 
information. For the structural categories, it is remarkable that direction and action clearly show 
the lowest correlation with religious involvement (.29 and .27), and place and time the highest 
(.54 and .51). Again, as before in the factor analysis, place and time have the highest discrimina-
tive power. As we saw in ﬁgure 4, the most frequent prayer in terms of the content categories, 
is characterized as starting from negative needs, directed to God, aiming at an emotional effect, 
based on meditating and asking or hoping, performed in bed, at night, with eyes closed and 
hands joined. The prayer of the religiously involved youngsters, is characterized as starting from 
negative needs, directed to God, aiming at religious and emotional effects, based on dialogue, 
and performed at home, at dinner and in bed, at night. So, in the religious prayer some speciﬁc 
elements are added to the general, most frequent model. Place and time (at home and at dinner) 
are the most important and best discriminating elements. So the prayer of the religiously in-
volved people is not only more complex (in that it combines more elements), but it is also more 
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frequent: they pray several times (mean orthodox 1.6, mean doubters .8) and at several places 
(mean orthodox 1.5, mean doubters .5).
Discussion
Institutional churches have lost many of their traditional functions. In Europe, the Dutch youth 
have the lowest church membership. However, religion is not simply a fading phenomenon, for 
many young people nowadays still pray. The basis of each prayer is a tripartite structure: there is 
a need to pray, an action and an effect. Prayer also often has a direction. To understand how these 
youngsters pray, we used open-ended questions. Our empirical ﬁndings show that there are 
three types of praying: religious, meditative, and psychological prayer, that each have their own 
focus. In religious prayer the direction, in particular ‘God’, is central. Meditative prayer focuses 
on the action: one meditates or ponders. In psychological prayer the need is central and refers to 
concrete problems, especially the decease of loved ones.
In practice, praying is always a combination of these three types of prayer. There is no such thing 
as a purely religious, meditative or psychological prayer. Like Poloma & Gallup (1991) and Hood, 
Morris & Harvey (1993, in Hood et al., 1996), we always ﬁnd a substantial overlap. Therefore, 
it is more appropriate to speak of three aspects of praying: successively religious, meditative 
and psychological. These three varieties of prayer are cumulative and correlate with religious in-
volvement. With increasing religious involvement, the number of words to describe the praying 
practice grows, and so does the number of structural praying elements. So religious competence 
and experience lead to a richer and more extensive prayer.
An unexpected ﬁnding is the importance of place, time and method. Every type of prayer has 
its own set of adjuncts. Religious prayer takes place at ﬁxed moments in church and is performed 
in silence. Psychological prayer is done at night, lying in bed with hands joined and eyes closed. 
Meditative prayer is performed anywhere and anytime; it is so to speak a portable prayer. So al-
though prayer is often a mixture of the three aspects, time and place make the different prayers 
distinguishable. Varieties of praying each have there own time and place, their own kairos and 
topos. The same person can pray in different ways, matching the type of prayer with a speciﬁc 
time or place.
Independently of religious involvement, we ﬁnd a great similarity between the prayer of young-
sters especially on the psychological and meditative aspects. In all prayers, 40% of the pray-
ing elements are psychological. At the basis of each prayer lies a purely psychological fact, as 
Heiler calls it “the immediate expression of an original and profound experience of the soul” 
(1932/1958, p. 354). When confronted with concrete, negative events, mostly concerning oth-
ers, youngsters pray in order to ﬁnd strength and courage to go on. The need to pray stems from 
concrete experiences and feelings: problems, and in particular problems that cannot be solved, 
like death, are the subject of prayer. These needs to pray correspond with what seem to be the 
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needs for religion in general: death, illness and injury (Batson et al., 1993: 9). The effect of pray-
ing is formulated in abstract and psychological terms instead of real. Praying aims at gaining 
secondary control by bringing oneself in line with environmental forces (Rothbaum, Weisz and 
Snyder, 1982). It does not aim at directly changing the situation but a psychological change in 
the person who prays, eventually enabling that person to change the situation. So, praying is es-
sentially a coping mechanism in which people actively cope with negative events, described by 
Pargament and colleagues as a self-directing style of problem-solving (Pargament et al., 1988). 
This particular form of problem-solving has been associated with greater psychological compe-
tence, which suggests that this coping mechanism functions rather well (Pargament et al., 1988). 
Positive correlations between frequency of personal prayer and perceived purpose in life, found 
by Francis & Burton (1994) and Francis & Evans (1996), strengthen this suggestion.
On top of this psychological basis come meditative praying elements focused on the action 
itself: youngsters mostly do not communicate or talk when they pray, but ponder and reﬂect in 
silence within themselves. Meditative prayer aims at cognitive effects, at expanding the person, 
becoming more conscious of oneself. We consider meditative prayer to be a receptive style of 
problem-solving, in which both the person and the direction of the prayer are passive. Only the 
more religiously involved youngsters, and in particular the church members, add religious ele-
ments to their prayer: they thank God or ask for a real effect. This aspect of praying combines a 
collaborative and a deferring mode of problem-solving (Pargament, 1988).
While most prayers look alike and are psychological by nature, small nuances can bring about 
great differences. For instance, adding a small word like ‘God’ or ‘Jesus’ can change the Gestalt of 
the prayer into a religious prayer. So, a small quantitative difference can make a great qualitative 
difference. For most young people, the core of praying is a self-directed, cognitive therapy aimed 
at obtaining secondary control, in order to keep their lives in balance.
Part III
Fragmentization of youth culture
Chapter 5 Fragmentization of youth cultures1
Youth cultures are a worldwide phenomenon. First appearing in the industrialized western world 
– North America, Western Europe, Australia and Japan – they are now also common in South 
America, parts of Africa and Asia, and in the formerly communist countries of Eastern Europe 
(Bennett, 2000). Popular music has always been a prime feature of youth cultures. The beginning 
of youth cultures can therefore be dated in the early 1950s when rock ‘n’ roll music originated. 
On April 12, 1954, Bill Haley and the Comets released their record ‘rock around the clock’, fol-
lowed by the movie Rock Around The Clock in 1956, featuring live performances of artists like Bill 
Haley, the Platters and Tony Martinez. The music and the subsequent movie led to unruly behav-
ior in cinemas as young audiences danced in the aisles and ripped out seats. In the Netherlands, 
the ﬁlm was banned in several major cities and as a result of this young people took to the streets 
to demonstrate for their right to see ﬁlm (Mutsaers, 1990). Popular music was made especially 
for youngsters and they used it as a means of communication. Soon, youngsters developed a new 
look, consisting of typical clothing, accessories, gestures, behavior, and slang.
Since then, youth culture has undergone a rapid succession of stylistic and aesthetic changes 
(Bennett, 2000). In the Netherlands, the ﬁrst youth subcultures to arise are the artistics (ar-
tistiekelingen) and the cowlicks (kuiven). Artistics, with their hair combed to the front, gen-
erally had a higher education, got their inspiration from America or Paris, France, and were 
interested in art, jazz music, existentialist philosophy and literature. Cowlicks, with their hair 
combed to the back, generally had a lower education, often had a job in a factory and liked to 
ride their moped or engage in a ﬁght. In Germany the latter are called ‘Halbstarken’, in England 
‘Teddyboys’, in France ‘Blousons noirs’, in Italy ‘Ortilloni’s’ and in Russia ‘Stilagi’. However, 
these two groups turn out to be just the beginning. From 1960 onwards, a wide range of youth 
subcultures appear: hippie or ﬂower power, hard-rock or metal, reggae, punk-rock, disco, new-
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wave, skinhead, hip hop, hardcore, house, techno, straight edge and gabber seem to be the most 
important (Prins, 1989; Krooshof, 1998). Each youth subculture has a distinct set of features 
concerning clothing, hairstyle, body gestures, slang, music, political beliefs and morality. Most 
of these youth subcultures persist or even see a revival. Punk for instance, made a revival twenty 
years after its birth (Hopkins, 1997).
Gustav Wyneken allegedly coined the term ‘youth culture’ in 1913 (Janssen, 1994), but forms 
of youth culture did exist long before that time. Roman playwrights refer to conﬂicts between 
parents and children, and at universities, there have been student cultures since the Middle 
Ages. However, the period after the Second World War has special features that made it possible 
for youth culture to come to full bloom. First, there is a demographic trend in the western world. 
Because of the baby boom shortly after the war, the relative number of adolescents increases in 
the nineteen sixties. Typical for this generation is the extension of the schooling period. It intro-
duces a new phase in life. The average age to leave school increases in the Netherlands from 13 
in 1940, to 20 in 1990, and by then youngsters study on average 40 hours a week (ter Bogt & 
van Praag, 1992). It is not surprising that earlier forms of youth cultures arise in cultures with a 
school system (i.e. the Roman culture and universities).
In the late nineteen ﬁfties and sixties, youth appears as a separate socio-cultural category. 
This age group is marked by a gradual assimilation into adulthood. Slowly, over a considerable 
period, youngsters acquire the adult rights and duties. In the Netherlands for example, at the 
age of 12 a child is formally consulted about visiting arrangements when the parents get a legal 
separation. At the age of 13, children are allowed to take on a vacation job. At the age of 14, 
children are answerable to damage they cause. At the age of 15, one can refuse an adoption. At 
the age of 16, children can decide over all medical treatments, make up a will, and order light 
alcoholic drinks. At the age of 17, one can join the army. At the age of 18 one is ofﬁcially of age, 
getting the right to vote, to get a job, get a driver’s license and so on. But only at the age of 21, 
one is totally independent of ones parents, and fully responsible for the cost of study and earn-
ing a living. The transition from childhood to adulthood is no longer swift and implicit, neither 
is there a well-deﬁned “rite de passage”. Instead, there is a prolonged period of what Erikson 
(1959) calls a moratorium; a social-psychological phase of delay. A new age group has emerged, 
of youngsters, ranging in age from 10 to 25 years, attaining school and thus spending consider-
able time together.
Not only do present-day youngsters spend a considerable amount of time together, they also 
share speciﬁc problems that they have to deal with themselves. The relation with the parents 
changes, because the preparation for future employment takes place outside the family. Ur-
banization makes it easy for youth cultures to develop since it gives youngsters more space to 
experiment in anonymity (Janssen, 1994). Finally, economic developments gave youngsters a 
considerable income and great economical value. The income of youngsters in the Netherlands 
grew almost 150%, whereas prices went up only by 40% between 1955 and 1965 (ter Bogt & van 
Praag, 1992). Shifting patterns of consumerism and new techniques of mass production contrib-
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uted to the emergence of a youth market. During the 1950s, a range of commodities designed 
speciﬁcally for the young appeared: fashion clothes, cosmetics and jewelry as well as new goods 
such as plastic 45-rpm records and portable transistor radios (Bennett, 2000).
Youth cultures have always had, and still have a very strong emphasis on form and appearance. 
Trends and hypes of clothes and music succeed each other in a breathtaking pace. However, 
it would be wrong to interpret this as support for the view that youth culture is without any 
psychological meaning. Youth culture can be deﬁned as “the sum of the ways of living of adoles-
cents; it refers tot the body of norms, values, and practices recognized and shared by members of 
the adolescent society as appropriate guides to action” (Rice, 1996 p. 405). Material possessions 
such as clothing and music are used to express ones own identity and to perceive the identity of 
others. These material artifacts are part of an “extended sense of self” and symbolize social and 
political affections (Dittmar, 1992). According to the Terror Management Theory (Pyszczynski, 
Greenberg & Solomon, 1997), culture provides an important buffer against concerns about the 
ﬁniteness of life by providing its members with a worldview and a sense of self-esteem. Research 
by Janssen et al (1999) shows that youth culture can and does provide an important source of 
self-esteem during adolescence. Youth culture unmistakable has a psychological importance as 
an anxiety buffer, and helps adolescents to deal with problems of vulnerability and ﬁniteness.
The speed with which trends and hypes among youngsters succeed each other nowadays, 
gives rise to the question whether we can still maintain the principle of a psychological function 
of youth cultures. The aim of this research is to see if changes have occurred in the social and 
psychological function of youth culture in the past ten years, in particular the meaning of youth 
subcultures for the social and personal identity of the individual youngster.
Method
There are different ways of studying youth subcultures and their representatives. One way is a 
descriptive approach. The most well known representation of this form of sociological research 
is that done by the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), e.g. Hall & Jefferson 
(1976) and Hebdige (1979). Youth subcultures are placed within a historic context, and than 
interpreted, often in terms of (symbolic) resistance. An important drawback of this method is 
the fact that there is just a small empirical basis and we loose contact with the youngsters. When 
the youngsters themselves are interviewed, this seems to be just a way of collecting quotes to ﬁt 
the theory. We can never be sure what they really mean and intend, if anything. Moreover, within 
the framework of the CCCS, youth subculture and style is always a political concept. All youth 
subcultures are interpreted as rebelling against the dominant societal ideology, or at least against 
the operative visions of the adult. With the entwining of culture, style and fashion, it is becomes 
increasingly difﬁcult to maintain this notion of rebellion.
A second way of studying youth subcultures is ﬁeld research. Here we let youngsters do the 
talking. Field research can be done on a small scale, targeting one speciﬁc youth subculture. This 
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gives us a high-quality insight in a single subculture, but loses touch with the surrounding cul-
tures. To gain insight in several subcultures and their mutual connections and assessments, we 
have to perform ﬁeld research on a larger scale. Since only a minority of the youngsters is fully 
immersed in a youth subculture, we have to target these subcultures. Interviewing a random 
sample of youngsters would be a shot in the dark because we would simply not ﬁnd enough 
members of youth subcultures to make statistical analysis possible. In a sample of 1021 young-
sters, Sikkema could not ﬁnd any systematic clusters (1988). More recently, in a study of the 
youth subculture of gabbers, 1147 adolescents participated, but only about 25 youngsters were 
found who had adopted all the characteristics of the gabber outﬁt that the researchers had estab-
lished beforehand (Verhagen et al., 2000). The researchers did not bother to ask the youngsters 
whether or not they considered themselves as gabbers.
Our research consists of a semi-large ﬁeld research in which we intentionally target speciﬁc 
youth subcultures. In 1989 (Prins, 1989) and in 1998 (Krooshof, 1998), a survey was conducted 
among 272 and 100 youngsters respectively (ages ranged from 17 to 25 years). These youngsters 
were selected on the basis of their appearance and the expectation that they would be a member 
of a youth subculture. Respondents ﬁlled out an extensive questionnaire (with open and closed 
questions) on subjects ranging from musical taste, leisure activities, looks/clothing, and ideol-
ogy, to social identity and youth subculture (in that order, to prevent the risk of priming the 
youngsters on youth subcultures). The answers to the questions were analyzed statistically and 
through content analysis, using a computer program called TextTable (Janssen, 1990; Welten 
& Janssen, 1992), that is comparable to the only recently developed software called TextSmart 
(http://www.spss.com/textsmart/).1
Results
In the 1989 survey, seven different subcultures were studied in detail: punk-rock, posh (in Dutch: 
“kakkers”), disco, hippie (“alternatief”), hard-rock, new-wave and rastafari (Prins, 1989; Jans-
sen, 1994). A correspondence analysis showed that each youth subculture has its own speciﬁc 
focal concerns (ﬁgure 1).
Punks are extremely critical of the social structure, deviate in their behavior and provoke by 
means of their appearance, in particular by means of a mohawk haircut (“hanekam”). Posh on 
the other hand behaves in a conformist way and is characterized by a conformist appearance. 
Politically they are right-wing (most of them vote VVD; a right-wing party). Disco is primarily 
a hedonistic subculture, concerned only with having fun. Hippie is a mood-subculture: they 
want to express warmth, openness and their state of mind (“stemming uitdrukken”). The focal 
concern for hard-rockers is localized primarily in the music (they want to express their musical 
1 For information about Textable see http://www.textable.nl.
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preference “muziekvoorkeur uitdrukken”), together with macho behavior and excessive alcohol 
consumption. New-wave ideology is a watered down version of punk, as is their appearance: 
they want to discern from the general public, but they don’t want to shock (too much). Rastafari 
turned out to be very deviant from all other subcultures: it is primarily a religious movement 
with ethnic features, and is not restricted to an age group. Strictly speaking, it is not a youth sub-
culture. Therefore, this group is left out of the correspondence analysis. Almost all youngsters 
were familiar with punk and posh and used these groups as the two extremities against which 
all the other groups were set.
Figure 1 Correspondence analysis solution for the six major youth subcultures in 1989 (N=128).
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In 1998 the research was replicated among youngsters in the same age group. Some of them 
belonged to youth subcultures similar to those found in 1989 (posh, hippie/alternative and 
hard-rock). Others belonged to new subcultures that have emerged recently: gabbers, a Dutch 
variant of hardcore house (see also Verhagen et al., 2000), characterized by their bold head, their 
extremely fast house music and (excessive) use of drugs, and skaters, a subculture primarily 
based on the sport skateboarding. The latter group has adopted the style and music of surfers in 
California and transformed this culture into a street culture, where they use the skateboard to 
‘surf ’ the city.
In both phases of the research, we asked respondents which youth subcultures they know. Re-
sults show that youngsters do not hesitate to categorize other youngsters and use a broad palette 
to do so. In 1989 the respondents named on average 4.7 groups. This was not signiﬁcantly dif-
ferent in 1998 when respondents named an average of 4.4 groups.
In addition, respondents had to indicate whether they felt to belong to a speciﬁc youth sub-
culture and whether they believed others expect them to be a member of a youth subculture. 
Table 1 shows the results. We found three groups: A) youngsters who consider themselves a 
member of a youth subculture and expect to be considered as such, B) youngsters who deny be-
ing a member of a youth subculture, but are aware of the fact that others consider them to be a 
member of a youth subculture, and C) youngster who are not a member of a youth subculture 
and expect others to recognize this. The fourth group (D), youngsters who do belong to a youth 
subculture, but are not considered as such, turns out to be empty. Apparently, there is no such 
thing as an invisible youth subculture.
Table 1 Percentage of the respondents that consider themselves to be a member of a youth subculture and/or ex-
pect that others consider them a member of a youth subculture. 1989 (italic) and 1998 (bold).
Do you consider yourself a member of a youth subculture?
Do others expect you to 
be a member of a youth 
subculture?
Yes No
Total
1989-1998
Yes
group A
69% - 23%
group B
16% - 33%
85% - 56%
No
group D
0% - 0%
group C
15% - 44%
15% - 44%
Total
1989-1998
69% - 23% 31% - 77% 100%
When asked to categorize themselves, in 1989 31% of the respondents refused to label themselves 
as a member of a youth subculture, claiming to be unique and not wanting to express anything 
at all with their appearance. Almost ten years later, in 1998, as much as 77% of the respondents 
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denied being a member of a youth subculture. This is striking since respondents were selected on 
the basis of their appearance and the expectation they are members of a youth subculture. These 
adolescents have adopted the speciﬁc look of a youth subculture, but they reject membership. 
This is in line with Widdicombe and Woofﬁtt who found that British punk rockers used several 
strategies to prevent to describe their personality in terms of their youth subculture (1995).
 In 1989, 85% of the respondents expect other youngsters to perceive them as a member of a 
subculture. In 1998, this number dropped to 56%. Youth cultural youngsters are not only elusive 
to researchers, but apparently also hard to pin down by their own peers.
Discussion
The optional character of youth culture
Youth culture is different from other cultures because of its optional character. Membership to a 
youth subculture is a personal and often conscious choice, whereas other cultural identities are 
less or not at all optional (e.g. national or ethnical identity). Because of this optional character of 
youth culture, youngsters have the possibility to conﬁrm or deny their membership.
The optional character of youth subcultures can be partly contributed to the structure of these 
cultures. Youth subcultures are typically characterized by permeable group boundaries. The main 
characteristics of youth subculture (e.g. music, clothing, and jargon) are variable and change-
able, whereas characteristics of other cultures are ﬁxed and almost unchangeable (e.g. skin color 
or religious background). In addition, youth cultures exist based on non-explicit agreements 
among youngsters and are never made explicit through the rise of ofﬁcial institutions. The per-
meable group boundaries make it possible for youngsters to switch from one youth subculture 
to another. This is indeed what we can observe among today’s youngsters. In popular literature, 
this phenomenon is called ‘cross-over’ or ‘style-surﬁng’ (Schoonhoven, 1997).
Social categorization and self-categorization
Social categorization is a fundamental cognitive process that can be deﬁned as structuring or 
organizing the environment in a manageable system of elements or ‘chunks’. This process is 
considered automatic and unconscious. We categorize things as well as people. Stereotyping is a 
well-known example of the latter. In this light, we can consider youth culture to be a categoriza-
tion system and the different youth subcultures to be categories within this system.
We do not only categorize the things and people in our environment, we also see ourselves in 
the light of social categories. This process is called self-categorization. Self-categorization theory 
(Turner, 1987, 1991) explains group cohesion as an effect of the mutually perceived similarity 
between self and ingroup members, produced by the formation and salience of shared social 
category memberships. There are basically three levels on which people categorize themselves: 
one can see oneself as a human being standing apart from other life forms, as a member of a 
group against other groups or as an individual against other individuals in the ingroup. Several 
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factors determine which level of categorization is salient in a speciﬁc situation. We will discuss 
three determents here.
First, the category has to be present in the mind of the person categorizing. To be able to 
use a category, one has to be familiar with it and know the properties that deﬁne it. Second, the 
category has to be accessible. Accessibility increases with frequency of use, recency of use and 
priming. Third, there has to be a ﬁt between the category and the situation at hand. This ﬁt can 
be described by the Meta Contrast Ratio: the perceived differences between categories divided by 
the perceived differences between the individuals within a category. In addition, ﬁt is dependent 
on the perceived normative ﬁt: the differences between and within categories have to be in line 
with stereotypical ideas about the categories.
In the 1998 research, a measure for salience was constructed (signiﬁcance <.001) based on 
the number of youth subcultures respondents named and the number of characteristics they used 
to describe these groups (Krooshof, 1998). Results show that youngsters who do not consider 
themselves a member of a youth subculture and do not expect that others consider them as such 
(in table 1: group C), score lowest on this measure (salience = 0.4). They have a signiﬁcantly 
less comprehensive knowledge of youth subcultures than the other respondents. They know a 
smaller number of youth subcultures and name less characteristics of these subcultures. This 
indicates that they do not use these categories often in daily life. The chance that the category 
becomes salient for them is therefore minimized.
For those respondents who are aware of the fact that others consider them to be a member of 
a youth subculture, but do not consider themselves to belong to any group (in table 1: group B), 
the categorization system called youth culture is more salient (salience = 0.8). However, they feel 
they are different from the other members in ‘their’ youth subculture. The Meta Contrast Ratio is 
low: the perceived differences in the ingroup are greater than the perceived differences between 
groups. In addition, the category does not seem to have a normative ﬁt with the situation. These 
youngsters described youth subcultures in very stereotypical terms. Admitting one is a member 
of one of these subcultures would imply admitting one can be described in stereotypical terms.
For those youngsters who do consider themselves a member of a speciﬁc youth subculture 
(in table 1: group A), the categories are very salient (salience = 1.5). In contrast to the respond-
ents in group B, they estimate that the differences between themselves and their friends are 
very small. The Meta Contrast ratio is therefore very high: the differences between the members 
within their own subculture are much smaller than the differences between the subcultures. In 
addition, their descriptions of youth subcultures are much less stereotypical. Admitting to be a 
member of a youth subculture therefore has less negative implications for their social identity.
Self-Categorization Theory can describe the different processes that lie beneath the self-catego-
rization of youngsters as a member of a youth subculture. However, the theory does not explain 
why the number of youngsters that deny being a member of a youth subculture has increased 
over the past ten years.
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Optimal Distinctiveness Theory
As we have seen, the number of youngsters that deny being a member of a youth subculture has 
increased over the past ten years. This might indicate that there is a shift to a greater emphasis 
on personal identity instead of social identity.
Optimal distinctiveness theory claims that there is a fundamental and dynamic tension be-
tween competing drives for inclusiveness and distinctiveness (Brewer, 1991, 1993). There is 
a need for validation and similarity to others on the one hand and a countervailing need for 
uniqueness and individuation on the other. Equilibrium, or optimal distinctiveness, is achieved 
through the identiﬁcation with groups at that level of inclusiveness where the degrees of satis-
faction of the need for differentiation and the need for inclusion are exactly equal. By identifying 
with a youth subculture, youngsters can ﬁnd a balance between assimilation and differentiation. 
At this age, the quest for ﬁnding such a balance is especially important, since youngsters are try-
ing to discover the boundaries between their own identity and that of the group. For adolescents, 
forming cliques and stereotyping themselves, their ideals, and their enemies, are techniques to 
avert identity loss (Erikson, 1968).
Optimal distinctiveness theory predicts that in large, overly inclusive groups, individuals will 
be motivated to achieve greater distinctiveness. Overly inclusive groups will “lose the loyalty 
of their members or break up into factions or splinter groups” (Brewer, 1991 p.478). Within 
these subgroups, individuals can again ﬁnd distinctiveness. Research supports this prediction: 
membership of an overly inclusive group motivates people to seek distinctiveness at the sub-
group level (Hornsey and Hogg, 1999). We see this also happen within youth subcultures: new 
subgroups emerge fast and disappear just as fast when they receive too much attention, e.g. in 
the media. Youngsters no longer feel a need to belong to a large group, or to just one group. 
They reject membership, or they feel they belong to a small subgroup. A comparison between 
our ﬁndings in 1989 and in 1998 points to a shift in the level of optimal distinctiveness from 
assimilation, towards a more individual view of the self.
We think that two trends are at work. First, the growing attention that youth subcultures 
receive in the media rapidly makes these cultures overly inclusive. Music industry, fashion indus-
try, television and magazines try to discover new youth subcultures as quickly as possible, since 
these cultures have turned out to be quite proﬁtable in the past. Youngsters have more and more 
money to spend and, in addition, have the time to spend the money they have. This ‘overexpo-
sure’ in the media and the commercialization, makes youth cultures overly inclusive in the eyes 
of the members of these cultures, resulting in a need for subgroups.
Second, there is a more general individualization trend in the Netherlands and in the West-
ern world. This individualization trend has been described by many authors (e.g. Shotter, 1989 
and Baumeister, 1991), and seems to reach a climax (especially among youngsters) as we entered 
the new millennium. 
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Conclusion
In this article, we have showed how the psychological function of youth culture is changing for 
Dutch youngsters. A comparison between the results from 1989 and 1998, shows that less and 
less youngsters consider themselves to be a member of a youth subculture.
Style features of youth subcultures like music, clothing, and accessories, still have strong 
communicative properties in that they are used to categorize and understand the social identities 
of other youngsters (Dittmar, 1992). But when youngsters talk about their own motivations to 
dress in a speciﬁc style, we ﬁnd that style elements are used to express only that one has afﬁnity 
with one or more speciﬁc youth subcultures, but not to express membership to that group. This 
explains the fact that style features of more than one youth subculture are used in one outﬁt 
(‘cross-over’): they serve as references to the youth subcultures one has afﬁnity with, not as 
markers of a speciﬁc social identity. The current generation of youngsters understands the art 
of combining elements from different cultures and understanding the holistic message that this 
multitude of elements conveys. We could say that youth culture has become a language that can 
be quoted when necessary to highlight speciﬁc qualities of the individualized self.
We would not like to go as far as to claim that youth culture is becoming a phenomenon of 
the past, but the psychological function of youth culture is certainly changing. Youth cultures 
used to provide a sense of belonging and a well-deﬁned social identity; nowadays youth cultures 
seem to function as a categorization system that does not include the self. It is used to categorize 
and understand other youngsters, but does not provide the individual with a stable and ﬁxed 
social identity. It seems apparent that this can be stressful for adolescents. Prosperity has not 
inevitably improved the well being of youth. It is an ominous sign that crime rates have gone 
up dramatically. In the Netherlands, crime has grown nine-fold in the period 1960-1998, and 
half of the offenders are under the age of 25 (Schreuders & Bijleveld, 1999). Crime nowadays is 
clearly a youth related problem. Youth crime might be a result from the fact that in present-day 
society a rite de passage is lacking (Janssen, 1994). In absence of such a ritual, a growing number 
of youngsters create their own ritual. Joining a youth subculture is one way of doing so. When 
youth culture looses its function, turning to crime might be another.
Traditionally, youth culture is said to reﬂect and magnify general trends in society. The Dutch 
philosophers Prakke and Bouwman (1960) call it the ‘seismograph function’ of youth culture. 
Just as the ‘free youth movement’ at the beginning of the nineteenth century was the vanguard 
of radical changes in social and cultural values, and just as youth culture in the 1960’s forebode 
new political movements, today’s youth might be the personiﬁcation of an individuated future 
society.
Chapter 6 Remnants of youth cultures1
It is commonly held that ﬁrst impressions are often correct. In daily life, people habitually act 
in accordance to this belief. Almost everyone has a strong tendency to judge others literally at 
face value, and only shallow people do not judge by appearances, as Oscar Wilde stated. People 
categorize other people, using stereotypes and preconceptions, because category systems pro-
vide maximum information with the least cognitive effort (Rosch, 1978). Deﬁning individuals 
in terms of the characteristics of the group to which they belong, functions as an ‘energy-saving 
device’.
At the same time, we are aware of the fact that we too are categorized by others. So we in-
vest time and money in giving an appropriate ﬁrst impression: we dress in such a way that our 
appearance becomes a statement of our identity. The market economy of today, boosted by the 
ever-present media, satisﬁes our demands and provides us with a wide supply of clothes, shoes, 
haircuts, and even more permanent modiﬁcations like tattoos and scariﬁcations, together with 
an abundance of fashion dictates. Material artifacts are no longer used solely as practical objects, 
they are now part of an “extended sense of self” (Dittmar, 1992). Indeed, fashion and clothing 
may well be the most signiﬁcant ways in which social relations between people are constructed, 
experienced, and understood (Barnard, 1996).
Dressing up our appearances has a twofold identity managing function. It provides us with 
a personal as well as a social identity. Personal identity is a result of distinctiveness, which is a 
strong motive within identity, aiming at establishing and maintaining a sense of differentiation 
from others. In recent social psychology research, this need to see oneself as unique is regarded 
as a fundamental human need (Vignoles, Chryssochoou & Breakwell, 2000). Style has an impor-
tant part in expressing our individuality.
The second function of style is to express group membership and social identity. Commit-
ment to a social group brings social recognition of those that we identify with and confers so-
cial identity: a shared and collective representation of who we are and how we should behave 
(Hogg & Abrams, 1988). This need for inclusion of the self into larger social collectives, acts 
in opposition to the need for differentiation. Everybody has to ﬁnd a balance between separate-
ness and relatedness, or between the development of a personal and a social aspect of identity. 
The process of identity formation is thus characterized by a fundamental tension between two 
competing drives for inclusiveness and distinctiveness. At the point of equilibrium – or optimal 
distinctiveness – we can be the same and different at the same time (Brewer, 1991; Brewer et 
al, 1993). In particular items of fashion and clothing enable members of a culture to share their 
common identity, while at the same time delineating them as a unique individual within that 
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1 Prins, M., Van Uden, M, Janssen, J., & Van Halen, C (conditionally accepted by Youth & Society). Youth cultures inside-out. Identiﬁcation and 
distinction in the homology of youth cultures.
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group. Stylistically balancing between the need for inclusion and the need for exclusion seems to 
be of extra relevance for adolescents.
Adolescence is known to be a period of exploratory self-analysis and self-evaluation, develop-
ing a sense of one’s individuality and continuity with signiﬁcant others, ideally culminating in 
the establishment of a cohesive and integrative sense of self and identity. The formation of the 
self takes place in interaction with peers, through social categorization and by making use of 
stylistic artifacts. Youth cultures with their visual variety can function as a defense against the 
role confusion that accompanies the transition from child- to adulthood (Erikson, 1968). Some 
youth cultures place such a strong emphasis on form and appearance that we can even speak of 
a ‘semiotic guerilla warfare’, to use Eco’s expression (1972).
To understand how youth cultures are fabricated in this late-modern, global society, the con-
cepts of bricolage and homology are commonly used. Hebdige took Claude Lévi-Strauss’ theory 
of bricolage to describe an identity construction model for youth cultural styles (Hebdige, 1979). 
Bricolage literally means ‘do-it-yourself ’ and refers to a process of symbolically reordering ob-
jects and their meanings. Clothing, posture, speech patterns and slang, musical preferences, and 
other things are taken from an existing market of artifacts and used in a form of collage that 
recreates group identity and promotes mutual recognition for members, as well as recognition of 
those not involved in the culture in question (Brake, 1980).
Bricolage is not a completely random process, but often those artifacts are chosen that some-
how match the ideology of the youth culture. This correspondence between the focal concerns 
of a youth culture and a set of appropriated objects is called homology (Hall & Jefferson, 1976). 
Each youth culture is characterized by a speciﬁc combination of morality and aesthetics. Of-
ten, the skinheads are cited to exemplify this principle: the boots, braces, and cropped hair are 
considered appropriate and hence meaningful because they communicate the desired qualities 
of  toughness and masculinity, in order to “magically recover the traditional working-class com-
munity” (Clarke, 1976).
However, the function of youth culture as a tool in the developmental task of achieving a 
stable personal and social identity, seems to fade away in modern individuated, global society. In 
an increasingly differentiated and dynamic society, identity has become a problematic concept in 
which the relation between inclusiveness and distinctiveness must be more frequently reﬂected 
upon than before. The emphasis nowadays is on distinctiveness, and personal identity is valued 
over social identity. In line with this trend, youth cultural styles seem to have changed into mere 
lifestyles. While the sociological meaning of the term lifestyle refers to a distinctive style of life 
of speciﬁc status groups, within contemporary consumer culture it connotes individuality, self 
expression, and a stylistic self-consciousness. Nowadays ones body, clothes, speech, eating and 
drinking preferences, musical taste and so on, are to be regarded as indicators of individuality 
(Featherstone, 1995).
With this growing emphasis on individuality and aversion against group membership, youth 
cultures might very well become a phenomenon of the past. Indeed, Krooshof, Prins & Janssen 
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(2000) found that the number of youngsters who categorize themselves in terms of youth cul-
tures, is considerably lower in 2000 than reported in previous research in 1989 (Prins, 1989). A 
growing number of youngsters seem only to adopt a number of style-elements to express afﬁnity 
with, not membership of, a speciﬁc youth culture.
However, in the Krooshof et al. research the selection of the respondents was less strict than 
in the Prins research of 1989. To be sure that there is indeed a decline in importance of youth 
cultures in the process of identiﬁcation and differentiation, we will make a historical comparison 
by exactly replicating the 1989 research design. We want to know if youth cultures still play a 
role in identiﬁcation and differentiation in our increasingly individualized society. We will only 
study youngsters that have adopted the stylistic features of a youth culture and we want to know 
whether we can still ﬁnd focal concerns within youth cultures. And ﬁnally, we look for homology, 
that is, a ﬁt between ethics (morality, values, principles) and aesthetics (style of dress, musical 
preference, behavior), within each youth culture.
Method
The focus of our research are representatives of youth cultures. In order to ﬁnd this relative-
ly small group of youngsters, one must carefully and actively target them. Categorization into 
youth cultures is then done on the basis of self-classiﬁcation. Such a research was conducted in 
1989, when 272 youngsters were selected on the basis of their appearance and their suspected 
membership of a youth culture (50% male, average age 19, ranging from 14 to 27) (Prins, 1989; 
Janssen & Prins, 1991). Of the 272 youngsters that were interviewed, 31% did not categorize 
themselves, so there was an overall hit score of 69%. Several youth cultures were described in 
detail, and focal concerns were identiﬁed. In a correspondence analysis, homology was visual-
ized. This kind of research thus proved to be fruitful in ﬁnding and describing youth cultures.
In 2001, this research was replicated: a survey was conducted among 205 youngsters (65% 
male, average age 19, ranging from 14 to 25)(Kauffman, 2002). These youngsters were also 
selected on the basis of their appearance and the expectation that they would be a member of a 
youth culture.
Identical to the research of 1989 (Prins, 1989), was the selection of interviewers. In the con-
text of a course on youth culture, psychology students were briefed about cultural styles, and 
each of them actively looked for a representative of one of these youth cultures to interview. By 
actively targeting youngsters on the basis of appearance, the chance of ﬁnding representatives of 
youth cultures increases greatly and non-response is low. Respondents were asked to participate 
in a survey on youth (in general) and were assured anonymity. On a location and at a time of 
their own choice, the respondents and the interviewer ﬁlled out a questionnaire.
The questionnaire was also identical to the 1989 research, and contained open and closed 
questions in four parts. First, the youngsters were asked about their background (age, sex, edu-
cation, religious and political preferences, relationship etc). The second part of the questionnaire 
consisted of 32 Likert-type items which measured values, ideals, and feelings of societal aliena-
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tion. The third part of the questionnaire was a consensual description of the appearance of the 
respondent as it was at the moment of the interview. Interviewers ﬁlled out this part, constantly 
consulting the respondent – a procedure regarded by all parties as amusing and enlightening. The 
last part of the questionnaire dealt speciﬁcally with youth cultures. The youngsters were asked 
about the importance of their appearance, their knowledge and evaluation of youth cultures, and 
whether (and why) they considered themselves a member of any of those youth cultures. By ﬁrst 
asking about morality, then about aesthetics, and concluding with questions about membership 
of any youth culture, the risk of priming was reduced.
The answers to the open-ended questions were categorized and quantiﬁed through content 
analysis, using TexTable (Janssen, 1990; www.textable.nl), and then analyzed statistically to-
gether with the closed-ended questions, using SPSS (www.spss.com). To study such a subtle 
concept as homology in youth cultures, we use correspondence analysis as a method of visually 
representing associations. Its primary goal is to “transform a table of numerical information into 
a graphical display, facilitating the interpretation of this information.” (Greenacre, 1994). Cor-
respondence analysis is popularized by the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, who used this statistical 
tool to provide a detailed illustration of his thesis that the determinants of taste and choice lie in 
the possession of two forms of capital, economic and cultural (Bourdieu, 1979). We use it to vis-
ualize homology: the correspondence between morality and aesthetics for each youth culture.
Results
We asked the respondents which youth cultures they know. Results show that youngsters are ea-
ger to categorize other youngsters and use a broad palette to do so. The average number of youth 
cultures that youngsters named in 1989 was 4.7 (Prins, 1989; Janssen & Prins, 1991), in 2001 
they name 5.4 groups. So these specially targeted youngsters clearly categorize others in terms 
of youth cultures, now even more than 15 years ago. In some answers in our recent research, 
however, we ﬁnd reluctance: “People should not be classiﬁed, but I know gabber, metal, punk, 
alternative, popular music followers and sickos that like everything”.
Over the years, some groups have disappeared – i.e. disco and new wave – and some new 
groups have emerged – i.e. skate, hip hop, straight edge and gabber. In 1989 punk and posh were 
the two most mentioned youth cultures. Nowadays the two most mentioned groups are alterna-
tive and gabber. Almost all the youngsters (91%) now mention the youth culture gabber, which 
is a Dutch variant of hardcore house (see also Verhagen et. al., 2000 and Bogt et al., 2002).
A group that is mentioned by 20% (in 1989) and 25% (in 2001) of the youngsters is the 
group ‘normal’ – a remainder group that yet seems to have some sort of identiﬁable style. The 
group called farmers is a vague group that can hardly be considered a culture because their 
distinctive feature is the (assumed) occupation of their parents (it is a group related to metal, 
mostly boys, living in small country villages, with a main interest in toughness and excessive 
alcohol consumption). And then there is a wide variety of names that are named only one or two 
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times and cannot be classiﬁed, ranging from airheads to wiggers (an acronym for would-be nig-
gers, and a term for white rappers who identify intensely with black people).
Table 1 Which youth cultures do you know? (1989 and 2001)
1989 2001
punk 96% 49%
posh 82% 59%
alternative 54% 80%
gabber - 91%
metal 38% 49%
disco 67% -
skate - 59%
normal 22% 25%
skinhead 25% 13%
farmers 17% 17%
new-wave 32% -
hip hop - 16%
straight-edge - 13%
other 16% 35%
N 272 205
Of the 205 youngsters that are interviewed in 2001, 148 categorize themselves in one or more 
groups. The over-all hit score therefore is 72 percent, not much different from 1989 (69%). So 
youth cultures certainly still exist. Most youngsters have no problem acknowledging member-
ship to a youth culture.
Almost all of the respondents (93% in 2001, 85% in 1989) are aware that they are catego-
rized by other youngsters (Table 2). So, most of the youngsters with youth cultural features 
categorize themselves, they almost all categorize others, and they are well aware that others 
categorize them.
There are hardly any youngsters who consider themselves belonging to a youth culture, but 
at the same time think they are not considered as one by others (Table 2). This underlines the 
importance of style and appearance: there is no such thing as an invisible youth culture.
The fragmentization of youth  |  Fragmentization of youth culture
92
Table 2 Percentage of respondents that consider themselves to be a member of a youth culture and/or expect that 
others consider them a member of a youth culture. 1989-2001, N=272/205
Do you consider yourself a member of a youth culture?
1989 2001
Do others expect you to 
be a member of a youth 
culture?
yes no yes no
yes 69 % 16 % 69 % 24 %
no 0 % 15 % 3 % 4 %
69 % 31 % 72 % 28 %
The percentage of youngsters who consider themselves a member of a youth culture and expect 
to be considered as such (the ‘yes/yes group’ in Table 2), is 69% in both researches. In 2001 this 
percentage is smallest among punk (50%). Oddly, most youngsters who call themselves punk 
expect others to label them as alternative. This relative ‘invisibility’ of the punks is surprising, 
since punk has always been a very explicit and shocking style, or as Hebdige (1979) states: 
“punks wore clothes which were the sartorial equivalent of swear words”. It seems that this bad 
language has gone astray in the cacophony of modern-day youth styles.
On the other end of the youth cultural spectrum are the gabbers, who all expect to be catego-
rized as gabbers (100%). Gabber is a very visible youth culture, with a distinctive style – as we 
shall see later on. In that respect, gabber is now what punk used to be.
There is a striking trend between 1989 and 2001 in that a substantial number of youngsters use 
multiple self-classiﬁcations. This so-called ‘style surﬁng’ is a recent phenomenon. In 1989, the 
number of youngsters that claimed to be a member of two (or more) cultures was negligible. In 
2001, 20% of the youngsters claim to belong to two or more youth cultures. Style surfers usually 
shift between two youth cultures (68% of them), some between three groups (25%) and only a 
few surf between four cultures.
Style-surﬁng is however not a random process, but occurs within clusters of related youth 
cultures where group boundaries are apparently highly permeable (see ﬁgure 1). Most young-
sters cross over between alternative, metal, punk and skate. 81 Percent of the style surﬁng oc-
curs within these groups. One of these youngsters says: “I belong to multiple groups; I am a 
mishmash and ﬁt in with hippie, metal, skate and musically with punk”. This corresponds with 
the earlier ﬁnding that punk is a relatively invisible group: of the youngsters that call themselves 
punk, 70% also consider themselves a member of another youth culture (mostly alternative and 
metal).
The fragmentization of youth  |  Remnants of youth cultures
93
Figure 1 Style surﬁng visualized. Combinations between youth cultures of respondents who belong to two or more 
youth cultures at the same time. 81% of them combine alternative, punk, metal and skate; 19% combine gabber, 
normal, posh and alternative. (n=39)
A minority of the style surfers (19%) crosses over between gabber and normal or between nor-
mal and posh, though never directly between gabber and posh. To a lesser degree these young-
sters cross over with alternative.
The youth culture alternative serves as a bridge between the two groups of style surfers. This 
bridge-function is remarkable given the name ‘alternative’. Apparently alternative has become 
the (common) denominator and is now the new normal.
Homology visualized
Categorizing oneself as a member of a youth culture involves choices that extend over many dif-
ferent facets, ranging from esthetical to ethical ones, and from clearly expressed to implicit ones. 
We asked the youngsters a wide array of questions on background variables (age, sex, education, 
religious and political preferences), values, ideals, feelings of societal alienation, clothing, hair-
style, musical preferences, the importance and meaning of their appearance, and deviant behav-
ior. Variables that show signiﬁcant differences between the youth cultures are analyzed using a 
correspondence analysis and visualized in a two dimensional graph. Simultaneously, the youth 
cultures to which the youngsters commit themselves were entered as variables into the corre-
spondence analysis. Only those youngsters are included that belong to just one youth culture.
In 1989 we targeted and found the six most well known youth cultures: punk, posh, disco, 
alternative, metal and new-wave. In 2001 we did the same with the groups gabber, alternative, 
posh, skate, metal, and punk. In both cases the categorization is based on self-classiﬁcation: we 
asked whether the youngsters considered themselves a member of a youth culture. Although we 
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Figure 2A Correspondence analysis solution for the major youth cultures 1989 (N=127)*.
* Two kinds of variables are plotted in this correspondence analysis: the youth culture to which youngsters commit 
themselves (only those youngsters that belong to just one youth culture), and a wide range of variables concerning 
ethics (morality, values, principles) and aesthetics (style of dress, musical preference, behavior). If the distance 
between the center of the plot and a variable is great, than the variable is very distinctive. If the angle between 
two points, with the center as the summit, is less than 90 degrees, the two characteristics for which the points 
stand, are correlated. The smaller the angle, the higher the correlation. An angle greater than 90 degrees indicates 
a negative correlation.
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- On the political party system in the Netherlands: The Netherlands is a constitutional monarchy in which the par-
liament is the legislative body. The parliament has 150 seats which are ﬁlled through elections using a party-list pro-
portional representation system. Represented in parliament are Christian Democratic Appeal or CDA; Labor Party or 
PvdA; People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy (Liberal) or VVD; Democrats ’66 or D66; Green left; Socialist Party 
(the latter two are combined in the plot as small left), and several minor parties (not plotted).
Figure 2B Correspondence analysis solution for the major youth cultures 2004 (N=94)*.
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did not look for the youth culture ‘normal’, we found a lot of youngsters who explicitly claimed 
to belong to this group. We have therefore included this group as if it were an actual youth cul-
ture. 
The interpretation of the correspondence analysis plot (see Figure 2A and 2B) is based on 
the angle and location of the different points with respect to the center or origin of the graph 
(Harcourt, 2002). If the angle between two points, with the center as the summit, is less than 90 
degrees, the two characteristics for which the points stand are correlated. The smaller the angle, 
the higher the correlation. If there is a right angle, the points do not interact. An angle greater 
than 90 degrees indicates a negative correlation.
Another point of importance is the distance between the center of the plot and a variable. 
The greater this distance, the more divergent the variable is from the total mean. In ﬁgure 2B, 
we see for instance that it is very typical for gabbers to wear clothing of the brand Australian (the 
variable Australian clothing is far away from the center of the plot) and it is very a-typical for the 
other youngsters (the variable Australian clothing is in line with the variable gabber – the angle 
is zero). In fact, only gabbers wear Australian (though not all of them; 17 of the 25 do).
In 1989 as well as in 2001 a prominent distinguishing feature is political preference. Youth cul-
tures are apparently useful tools to express political engagement, in the past as well as in the 
present. In 1989 posh and normal vote CDA and VVD, disco is conservative, metal votes PvdA, 
and alternative, new-wave and punk are on the left side of the political spectrum and vote small 
left parties. In 2001 posh and normal still vote CDA and VVD. Alternative and punk still vote 
small left, metal still votes PvdA. The new youth culture of gabber stands out by their conserva-
tive opinions.
The correspondence analyses visualize the speciﬁc focal concerns of the youth cultures. Over-
all, musical preference and deviant behavior (or the absence of it) seem to be the most impor-
tant distinguishing features. It is tempting to link them and assume a directional relation, for 
instance that a preference for gabber music leads to (regular) use of hard drugs, or that listening 
to classical music prevents youngsters from cutting classes. But the direction of a correlation is 
off course impossible to tell.
But there are two important historical changes. First of all, the structure of the plot is com-
pletely changed. In 1989 there are clearly separate youth cultures, scattered in all directions, 
where only punk and new wave overlapped. In 2001 the plot is less differentiated and there are 
in effect three clusters of youth cultures: A) posh and normal; B) gabber; and C) skate, metal, 
alternative and punk. The youth cultures within each cluster resemble each other on a range of 
variables. Not surprisingly, these are the youth cultures in which style surﬁng occurs. We can 
therefore conclude that the youth cultural landscape has changed, not only in detail but also 
structurally. In general, group boundaries have become much more permeably, with style surﬁng 
as a ﬁnal consequence.
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The second historical change is the fact the youth culture gabber is the odd one out: there is a 
wide gap between gabber and all the other cultures. In 1989 punk was considered an outsider by 
many other youngsters. Punks deviated in their behavior and provoked by means of their appear-
ance, but this provocation was admired as well as disapproved. Youngsters held an ambivalent 
position towards punk: they found punk ugly as well as beautiful, admirable in their provocation, 
though often too radical. In 2001 the gabber culture is the maverick in the land of youth cultures, 
and this time there is no ambivalence. Other youngsters collectively dislike their style as well as 
their attitudes.
Gabbers are clearly identiﬁable in their sportswear, Australian tracksuits (lovingly called 
‘Aussie’), Nike sports shoes and bald head (the boys at least). Notable by the way is the fact that 
gabbers explicitly mention clothing brands, something that did not occur in 1989. Gabber is a 
clearly discernible group with strong clothing prescriptions. As one of them says: “By dressing 
like gabber, I belong to a group that I want to belong to. Many of my friends are gabber”. Differ-
ences in clothing are only visible for the trained eye (for an amusing example, see http://www.
exactitudes.com/gabbers.php). Gabbers use hard drugs on a regular basis, in particular XTC and 
amphetamine (speed). One gabber is quite detailed: “I only use soft drugs when I’m on speed. 
Friday morning one line of speed, one more in the afternoon and one in the evening. At night, I 
combine speed with XTC, etcetera”. This etcetera sounds ominous. Not surprisingly, gabber has 
created quit a stir in the media, and the gabber youth culture has been subjected to heavy nega-
tive stereotyping (Verhagen et al., 2000).
Conclusion and discussion
Youth cultures still play an important role in identiﬁcation and differentiation in our increas-
ingly individualized society. Youngsters still commit themselves to youth culture. We actively 
targeted prototypical youth cultural youngsters in 1989 and in 2001. In both instances we found 
that youth cultures are widely – and even slightly increasingly – used as a categorization scheme. 
Almost all youngsters (99% on both instances) categorize others in terms of youth cultures. And 
at the same time, most youngsters are also very aware of the fact that they themselves are catego-
rized by others (85% in 1989, 93% in 2001). This warrants the conclusion that youth cultures 
remain a guiding principle in the social frame of reference of adolescents.
The main youth cultures are homologous. There is a ﬁt between ethics and aesthetics which 
we have visualized by means of a correspondence analysis at both points in time. In 1989 the 
youth culture disco is least clearly recognizable; posh is a neatness-culture (they feel well-in-
tegrated, and want to express neatness); metal is a typical music-culture (they like metal and 
want to express this musical preference); punk is a anti-establishment culture (feeling alienated, 
dressed in black and expressing criticism); new wave is a watered down variant of punk; alterna-
tive is a mood-culture; and normal could be labeled as a youth culture (or at least a group) that 
explicitly wishes to express nothing.
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In 2001 we ﬁnd the youth cultures posh and normal very close together: these youngsters try 
to blend in with the world of the grown-ups, and want to be simply ‘normal’. The posh/normal 
youngsters combine non-deviant behavior with a preference for popular and classical music and 
parted hair.
The youth culture gabber is a new, highly visible and deviant culture that serves for all the 
others as a reference outgroup. In the youth culture of gabbers, homology is most clearly visible. 
The love for gabber music, dancing and the regular use of hard drugs, is mirrored in the proto-
typical gabber outﬁt: Australian tracksuit, Nike Air Max trainers and bald heads.
The youth cultures punk, metal, alternative and skate overlap in preferences, musical taste 
and style. Boundaries are permeable to the point that membership is no longer exclusive and 
youngsters are able to switch from one youth culture to another in a process of ‘style-surﬁng’ 
(Polhemus, 1996; Schoonhoven, 1997). This is a structural difference between the 1989 and 
2001 research. In 1989 there were no style surfers: 69% of the respondents considered them-
selves a member of just one youth culture, the others to none at all. In 2001 the situation is 
changed: 52% of the respondents belong to one single youth culture, but 20% of the respondents 
claim multiple memberships and surf the youth cultural waves.
Youngsters nowadays freely take elements of a number of youth cultures in a process of 
higher order bricolage. Instead of arranging meaningless objects into a collage that creates a 
meaningful group style, style-surfers mix up culturally meaningful artifacts into a unique, in-
dividual life-style. We label this process as ‘über-bricolage’. Identity has thus become increas-
ingly ambiguous and individualized, as could be expected in a globalizing world (Hermans & 
Kempen, 1998; Arnett, 2002; Sweetman, 2004). Belonging to multiple cultures and tolerating 
within-group diversity, is a way of constructing a social identity while at the same time avoid-
ing self stereotyping. It is a modern answer to a general trend of individualization and cultural 
fragmentation.
Summary and epilogue
We have looked at three domains that are of importance in the process of identity formation of 
youngsters: education, religion and youth culture. Within each domain research was conducted 
and the results were reported in the previous chapters. We will summarize the ﬁndings and dis-
cuss how adolescents try to form a plausible and coherent personal identity in the context of the 
individualization and fragmentization processes that characterize modern western society.
The academic world
Academic societies in Europe have long been pursuing an ideal of a civitas academica: a commu-
nity of like-minded youngsters who, in the company of well educated tutors, dedicate themselves 
to obtaining and spreading scientiﬁc knowledge. The objectives of the university went beyond 
providing a professional training and university has always strived to also be an institute for 
identity formation. For a long time there existed a strong solidarity between students and teach-
ers, who both came from higher social environments and shared a conservative-liberal world-
view. Not surprisingly, ideological conﬂicts were very rare. This peaceful world changed abruptly 
in the twentieth century.
At the end of the twentieth century youngsters went to school from age four to eighteen. 
After that, many opted for secondary education. In the Netherlands, the government actively 
increased accessibility of the universities by creating a system of student grants open to anybody. 
A system that has long been the best in Europe. As a consequence the number of students in-
creased dramatically, from less than 3.000 in 1900, to almost 200.000 a century later. The biggest 
increase took place shortly after the introduction of the new system of student grants in 1954.
With the evaporation of ﬁnancial impediments, children from low social backgrounds seized 
the opportunity to go to the university. At the same time the proportion of girls increased: from 
ﬁve percent in 1900 to ﬁfty percent a century later. And among the new students were also rela-
tively many catholic youngsters. In 1900 only seven percent of the students was catholic (against 
40 percent of the Dutch population), by 1955 this percentage had increased to 27 percent.
In Nijmegen, in the south of the Netherlands, these trends converged and the increase in 
variance of the student population was greater than elsewhere in the Netherlands. The catholic 
university of Nijmegen was founded in 1923 in an explicit attempt to emancipate the roman-
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catholic citizens, so the inﬂux of catholic youngsters was high. Nijmegen also had the highest 
number of students from lower and middle social class, and in addition the relative number of 
girls was higher than national.
 
In the ﬁrst chapter we describe the impact of cultural fragmentization on the identity of the 
catholic university of Nijmegen. In its name it combines two elements that refer to a concept of 
unity. The word university is derived from the Latin word universitas, meaning unity. And uni-
versity has always presented itself as a whole. But furthermore the church of the ﬁrst centuries 
understood catholicity to mean wholeness and totality. The word catholic comes from the Greek 
word katholikos (or kata holon), meaning according to the whole, referring to the inward unity of the 
church.
We establish that the increased variance in the student population of the catholic university 
of Nijmegen is not evenly spread over the academic disciplines and university is no longer a 
whole. The academic world is fragmented into several university cultures. We give a cultural 
topography of the present academic landscape and identify six faculty cultures: clusters of dis-
ciplines whose students display strong similarities for variables that are basically unconnected 
with the academic discipline they are studying. Variables relating to philosophy of life (including 
religious views and behavior), politics and learning (views about the university and studying in 
general) are included in this study.
We can only ﬁnd elements of the religious afﬁliation of the university of Nijmegen within 
the faculty culture of theology. These students differ to such a degree that theology makes up 
a separate faculty culture. Only there can we still ﬁnd signiﬁcant religious afﬁliation, and only 
there can we ﬁnd a coherent culture. Oddly enough, theology students are in fact the most un-
characteristic students of the catholic university of Nijmegen. This is even more striking since 
in 2004 the university decided to drop the preﬁx Catholic from its name and is now called the 
Radboud University.
In the second chapter, we compare the university of Nijmegen in the Netherlands, with the 
university of Leuven in Flanders, Belgium, to see if faculty cultures are a widespread western 
phenomenon. It turns out that while the Netherlands and Flanders share a large part of their 
history, they are culturally divided by national boundaries and Belgian and Dutch students differ 
signiﬁcantly. Students in Leuven are (passively) religious, they are pessimistic about the current 
and future state of society, they are domestic and family-minded, they are less interested in poli-
tics and have less need for information than students in Nijmegen, and they are more likely to go 
to university for reasons of tradition and social life. Students in Nijmegen are basically not reli-
gious, they take a moderately positive view of society, they are materialistic and career-minded, 
they are interested in politics and seek information, and they go to university in order to acquire 
knowledge and develop their cognitive skills. Notwithstanding these national differences, if na-
tionality is kept constant, we indeed ﬁnd the same faculty cultures.
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Each faculty culture has its own particular academic focus, as well as speciﬁc cultural ele-
ments. Medicine is concerned with the human body (from a practical point of view); many of the 
students are female, in search of domestic happiness: they want to get married, have children 
and grow old with a partner. They are moderately right-wing but not very interested in politics. 
Natural sciences comprise the theoretical and physical sciences. Most natural science students are 
men, not very interested in personal development, and only a few of them read news magazines. 
The typical nerds, so to say. Policy sciences include applied economic and legal studies. Students in 
these ﬁelds are materialistic, not socially committed and not particularly interested in personal 
development. They are to the right of the political spectrum and reasonably interested in politics 
though not politically active. They see studying as a means to attain a career, money and high so-
cial status. They do not care whether their studies are politically or philosophically relevant, and 
they are not interested in acquiring much theoretical or other knowledge. The typical (would-be) 
yuppies, so to say.
Social sciences approach man from a social, somewhat abstract angle. Social science students 
are interested in personal development, and want to get to know themselves better. Many of 
them read news magazines and they are interested in politics, left-wing, and involved in both 
party and non-party political activity. Religion does not play a major part in their lives. The fac-
ulty culture of humanities focuses more on man in a concrete, psychological context. Most of these 
students are female, who do not expect to ﬁnd jobs in their ﬁelds, but are not career-minded 
either. They are more interested in personal development and politics and are on the left of the 
political spectrum.
The faculty culture of theology deals with spiritual and religious matters. Students in this 
faculty culture frequently talk about religious matters, watch or listen to programs on religious 
topics and read about it. They believe in God, they pray, they go to church or mass and they are 
members of the student church or university parish. They feel their studies should be philosoph-
ically relevant. Of all the students, theology students are the most left-wing and the least anti-
political. Furthermore, they are socially committed, non-materialistic and not career-minded.
So, while for a long time there was a homogeneous university culture, nowadays there is aca-
demic diversity. In our research we ﬁnd distinct faculty cultures, in Belgium as well as in the 
Netherlands. Since they have also been reported in the United States, it is safe to consider it a 
western cultural phenomenon. We label this phenomenon as cultural fragmentization.
At the same time however, students in those faculty cultures do not deﬁne themselves as a 
group. With the exception of theology, students within a faculty culture do not share common 
identiﬁcation. Faculty cultures are not used in the process of identity formation, and are instead 
often denied. We all know nerds and yuppies, but we hesitate to speak of them in fear of stere-
otyping, and we most certainly do not speak of ourselves as a nerd or a yuppie. So although 
stereotypes exist, and they even seem to be correct, we tend to regard everyone as an individual, 
in particular ourselves. After all, we are all individuals and we are all different.
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What we see parallel with the process of fragmentization, is a process of individualization. 
The overall culture of an academic world has fragmented into several faculty cultures. At the 
same time, within these (sub-)cultures, students deny the existence and their membership, and 
instead declare their individuality.
Theology students are an exception, and theology forms a separate faculty culture. But theol-
ogy students bring up the rear. Students at all other faculties, and Dutch youngsters in general, 
are in a process of secularization. In Europe as a whole and in the Netherlands in particular, the 
decline in church membership is clearly apparent, especially among the younger generation.
Religion
In the ongoing European secularization process, the Netherlands took the lead by the end of the 
seventies. Church membership is lowest in all of Western Europe, and the Dutch youth is at the 
summit of secularization. This time the Netherlands are not following a trend but indeed setting 
a trend.
However, religion is not simply a fading phenomenon. Generally only very few young people 
reject religion explicitly or prefer atheism. They do still show a religious identity, but it has become 
a private affair, insecure, non-speciﬁc and abstract. This is found inside, but increasingly outside 
the churches. In chapter three we try to depict the full range of the Dutch youth, religious as well 
as non-religious. We do so by combining traditional sociological variables (church membership 
and church attendance) with personal variables (praying and engagement in New Age activities).
While the churches grow empty, we can not conclude that youngsters do not believe. On the 
contrary: they seem to believe everything. They believe in reincarnation, astrology and horoscopes, 
in UFO’s, in macrobiotics and in homeopathy. Most youngsters construct a personal framework of 
beliefs and they choose from religious and ideological notions that are available on the ‘spiritual 
market’. New Age is a prototypical do-it-yourself-movement. It is not a substitute for institutional 
religion, but it is vague, undeﬁned and constantly changing. Youngsters do not shift from believ-
ing to non-believing, but they shift from a ready-made belief to a do-it-yourself belief.
By combining traditional with modern, non-institutional forms of religious activity, we can 
describe the whole range of youngsters. We construct nine different groups that range from high 
to low religious involvement. Among the church members, we discern orthodox protestants, 
Calvinists, reformed protestants, Catholics and marginals (who consider themselves members 
of a church, but either never attend church, or never pray). Among the non-afﬁliated youngsters 
we distinguish New Age youngsters, former members of churches (whose only religious activity 
is praying) and doubters (who were never afﬁliated to any church, but do pray at least some-
times). And at the bottom-end we ﬁnd non-believers who lack any kind of religious involvement 
whatsoever.
The scale we devised for measuring religious involvement reﬂects a clear rank order when 
we look at variables directly related to religion. But there turns out to be no correlation between 
religious involvement and behaviour in daily life, except for some events related to the passage 
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from adolescence to adulthood. This is interesting since as we have seen, rites of passage have 
disappeared in western society.
Thus, in religion we can observe a process of fragmentization as well. Traditional religious 
institutions no longer appeal to youngsters and in a process of do-it-yourself, they construct 
their own religion. This modern-day religion is often labeled New Age. But New Age is a term 
seldom used by New Age followers themselves. So religion is fragmented into custom-made 
chunks, but at the same time youngsters refuse to label themselves and stress their individuality. 
Fragmentization and individualization go hand in hand again.
Praying seems to be one of the last religious rituals that survives the secularisation. Whereas 
only 39 percent of the Dutch youngsters consider themselves a member of a church, 82 percent 
does – at least occasionally –  pray. To understand the religiosity of today’s youth we need to 
understand what their prayer is about. In chapter four we investigate this prayer of youngsters.
The basis of each prayer is a tripartite structure: there is a need to pray, an action and an effect. 
Prayer also often has a direction. We ﬁnd three types of praying: religious, meditative, and psycho-
logical prayer, that each have their own focus. In religious prayer the direction, in particular ‘God’, is 
central. Meditative prayer focuses on the action: one meditates or ponders. In psychological prayer 
the need is central and refers to concrete problems, especially the decease of loved ones. In practice 
however, praying is always a combination of these three types of prayer and it is more appropriate 
to speak of three aspects of praying: successively religious, meditative and psychological.
An unexpected ﬁnding is the importance of place, time and method. Every type of prayer has 
its own set of adjuncts. Religious prayer takes place at ﬁxed moments in church and is performed 
in silence. Psychological prayer is done at night, lying in bed with hands joined and eyes closed. 
Meditative prayer is performed anywhere and anytime; it is so to speak a portable prayer. So al-
though prayer is often a mixture of the three aspects, time and place make the different prayers 
distinguishable. The same person can pray in different ways, matching the type of prayer with a 
speciﬁc time or place.
Independently of religious involvement, we ﬁnd a great similarity between the prayer of 
youngsters especially on the psychological and meditative aspects. In all prayers, 40% of the 
praying elements are psychological. When confronted with concrete, negative events, mostly 
concerning others, youngsters pray in order to ﬁnd strength and courage to go on. The need to 
pray stems from concrete experiences and feelings: problems, and in particular problems that 
cannot be solved, like death, are the subject of prayer. The effect of praying is formulated in 
abstract and psychological terms instead of real. Praying does not aim at directly changing the 
situation but aims at a psychological change in the person who prays, eventually enabling that 
person to change the situation. So, praying is essentially a coping mechanism in which people 
actively cope with negative events.
On top of this psychological basis come meditative praying elements focused on the action 
itself: youngsters mostly do not communicate or talk when they pray, but ponder and reﬂect in 
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silence within themselves. Meditative prayer aims at cognitive effects, at expanding the person, 
becoming more conscious of oneself. Only the more religiously involved youngsters, and in par-
ticular the church members, add religious elements to their prayer: they thank God or ask for 
a real effect. But when asked to describe God, youngsters primarily use vague, impersonal and 
abstract terms: God is someone or something exercising some kind of power on people.
On the whole we can characterize the prayer of the young as psychological by nature. Young 
people, for the ﬁrst time in their lives, get confronted with problems that are by their very nature 
unsolvable, like the death of loved-ones. Many of them pray in order to ﬁnd the strength to go 
on. However, youngsters nowadays do not turn to institutionalized religion, they prefer a priva-
tized religious practice: they pray when they are alone, in bed, at night, with their eyes closed. In 
today’s hectic and busy life, only at night, lying in bed can people ﬁnally ﬁnd an opportunity to 
contemplate the day in silence and solitude.
We see how the institutions of religion are fading. We see how youngsters are constructing their 
private religion in a process of bricolage. From a range of available items, opinions and rituals, 
they combine several into something completely different. This is something that we also ob-
serve within the construction of youth cultures.
Youth culture
In chapter ﬁve, we ﬁnd that the psychological function of youth culture is changing for Dutch 
youngsters. In 1998 a ﬁeld research is conducted in which youth cultures are speciﬁcally target-
ed: youngsters are selected on the basis of their appearance and the expectation that they would 
be a member of a youth culture. Respondents ﬁll out an extensive questionnaire (with open and 
closed questions) on topics ranging from musical taste, leisure activities, looks/clothing, ideol-
ogy, to social identity and youth culture.
Results show that youngsters do not hesitate to categorize other youngsters in terms of youth 
cultures. They name an average of 4.4 groups. However, when asked to categorize themselves, as 
much as 77% of the respondents denies being a member of a youth culture and refuses to label 
themselves as a member of a youth culture, claiming to be unique and not wanting to express an-
ything at all with their appearance. This is striking since respondents were selected on the basis 
of their appearance and the expectation they are members of a youth culture. These adolescents 
have therefore adopted the speciﬁc look of a youth culture, but they reject membership.
In chapter six we replicated a 1989 research in 2001 to ﬁnd historical changes. We actively tar-
geted prototypical youth cultural youngsters in both instances. In both instances we found that 
youth cultures are widely – and even slightly increasingly – used as a categorization scheme. 
Almost all youngsters (99% on both instances) categorize others in terms of youth cultures. 
And at the same time, most youngsters are also very aware of the fact that they themselves are 
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categorized by others (85% in 1989, 93% in 2001). Youth cultures still play an important role 
in differentiation.
In 1989 69% of the respondents considered themselves a member of just one youth culture. 
In 2001 52% of the respondents belong to one single youth culture. Within these youth cultures 
there is a ﬁt between ethics and aesthetics. We have visualized this homology by means of a cor-
respondence analysis at both points in time. In 1989 the youth cultures disco, posh, metal, punk, 
new wave, alternative, and normal were thus depicted.
In 2001 we ﬁnd the youth cultures posh and normal very close together combining non-devi-
ant behavior with a preference for popular and classical music and parted hair. We also ﬁnd a 
new youth culture: gabber - a highly visible and deviant culture that serves for all the others as 
a reference outgroup. In the youth culture of gabbers, homology is most clearly visible. The love 
for gabber music, dancing and the regular use of hard drugs, is mirrored in the prototypical gab-
ber outﬁt: Australian tracksuit, Nike Air Max trainers and bald heads. Gabber, although a recent 
phenomenon, is in a way an old-fashioned youth subculture: highly visible, rebellious, exclusive 
and with strict boundaries.
The other youth cultures punk, metal, alternative and skate overlap in preferences, musical 
taste and style. Boundaries are permeable to the point that membership is no longer exclusive 
and youngsters are able to switch from one youth culture to another in a process of ‘style-surf-
ing’. This is a structural difference between the 1989 and 2001 research. In 1989 there were 
no style surfers, but in 2001 20% of the respondents claim multiple memberships and surf the 
youth cultural waves.
Youngsters nowadays freely take elements of several youth cultures in a process of higher 
order bricolage. Old style youth cultures arrange meaningless objects into a collage that creates 
a meaningful group style. This practice is labeled as bricolage and is visible in the youth culture 
gabber. But modern style-surfers take this process a step further and mix up culturally mean-
ingful artifacts (borrowed from various youth cultures) into a unique, individual life-style. We 
could call this process ‘über-bricolage’. Identity has thus become increasingly ambiguous and 
individualized. Belonging to multiple cultures and tolerating within-group diversity, is a way of 
constructing a social identity while at the same time avoiding self stereotyping. It is a modern 
answer to a general trend of individualization and cultural fragmentization.
And so, youngsters surf off in to the sunset. Avoiding commitment, avoiding group membership, 
avoiding stereotypes. Haphazardly gathering artifacts and rituals, assembling their own, unique 
and personal lifestyle. At least, so it seems. Cultural clusters can still be found if we look hard. 
We ﬁnd clusters in the academic world, we ﬁnd clusters in daily religious rituals and we ﬁnd 
clusters in youth cultures. But these clusters remain unnamed, and boundaries between these 
clusters are porous. This provides youngsters with the opportunity to bail out at any time and 
to refute any commitment. Modern-day youngsters have a tenacious tendency to deny group 
membership. They all want to be individuals and they all want to be different.

Summary in Dutch
Samenvatting
De fragmentisering van de jeugd
In dit onderzoek wordt gekeken hoe adolescenten er in slagen een acceptabele en coherente 
identiteit op te bouwen in de context van individualisering en fragmentisering die de moderne 
westelijke maatschappij kenmerken. Daartoe worden drie domeinen onderzocht die van belang 
zijn bij identiteitsvorming bij jongeren: onderwijs, religie en jeugdcultuur.
Op het gebied van onderwijs hebben we gekeken naar studenten aan de universiteiten in 
Nijmegen en in Leuven (België). De algemene cultuur van een academische wereld blijkt in 
verscheidene faculteitsculturen gefragmentiseerd. Ondanks grote verschillen tussen de Neder-
landse en de Vlaamse cultuur werden aan beide universiteiten vergelijkbare faculteitsculturen 
gevonden waarbinnen studenten op elkaar lijken wat betreft hun opvattingen op het gebied van 
politiek, levensbeschouwing, religie en wetenschap. Deze culturen zijn benoemd als geneeskun-
de, natuurwetenschappen, beleidswetenschappen, sociale wetenschappen, menswetenschappen 
en godgeleerdheid. Studenten binnen deze faculteitsculturen lijken op elkaar, maar tezelfdertijd 
beschouwen ze zich niet als leden van een groep. De faculteitsculturen worden niet gebruikt als 
middel tot identiteitsvorming.
Op het gebied van religie is eveneens een proces van fragmentisering waar te nemen. Ontkerkelij-
king is vooral sterk onder Nederlandse jongeren: meer dan zeventig procent van hen beschouwt 
zichzelf inmiddels niet als lid van een kerk, en religie lijkt daarmee een uitstervend verschijnsel. 
Maar bij nadere beschouwing blijkt dat het niet zo is dat jongeren niéts geloven, het is eerder zo 
dat ze álles geloven. Ze geloven in reïncarnatie en karma, in UFO’s en graancirkels, in astrologie 
en horoscopen, in tarot en in wicca. Ze gebruiken die elementen hapsnap en construeren zo een 
persoonlijk raamwerk van zingeving. Jongeren kiezen niet voor een kant-en-klare religie, maar 
voor een doe-het-zelf religie. We noemen dat New Age. New Age is geen kant-en-klaar-systeem 
van opvattingen dat in de plaats komt van traditionele religie, maar het is vaag, ongedeﬁnieerd 
en voortdurend in verandering. Je hoeft er geen lid van te worden, dat kan niet eens.
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Er is slechts één element van traditionele religies dat blijft bestaan: bidden. Jongeren zijn 
geen lid van een kerk en ze geloven niet in God, maar toch bidden ze. 82% Van de Nederlandse 
jongeren bidt, al is het maar af en toe. Dat bidden doen ze op hun eigen manier, het liefst in bed, 
vlak voor het slapen gaan. Tot God bidden ze meestal niet, meer eerder tot een kracht, of iets 
hogers. Ze bidden niet om iets concreets te vragen, maar om zich sterker te voelen, om zodoende 
om te kunnen gaan met negatieve dingen die ze meemaken – vaak dood of ziekte van een naaste. 
Ook gebruiken ze het gebed om gewoon de dingen van de afgelopen dag nog eens op een rijtje te 
zetten en te overdenken, bij wijze van meditatie.
Ook op het gebied van jeugdcultuur zien we de gevolgen van individualisering. Jongeren ontken-
nen steeds vaker dat ze lid zijn van een jeugdcultuur. Zelfs een onmiskenbaar als punk uitgedoste 
jongere – met leren jack, kistjes en hanekam – onttrekt zich aan de sociale categorisering. Hij 
weet drommels goed dat iedereen hem ziet als punk, zijn vrienden zijn punk, hij houdt van punk-
muziek, gaat naar punk concerten, vindt punks mooi om te zien, voelt zich aangetrokken tot de 
opvattingen van punks, maar hij ís geen punk, hij is Piet.
Toch zijn er nog wel degelijk jongeren die zich tot een jeugdcultuur rekenen. Je moet alleen 
gericht zoeken. In 1989 en in 2002 zijn jongeren bevraagd die stilistisch lijken op een jeugdcul-
tuur. Er zijn twee historische verschuivingen. Ten eerste is er een groepje jeugdculturen die ei-
genlijk heel erg op elkaar lijken: alternatief, skate, metal en punk zijn bijna niet uit elkaar te hou-
den. Deze jongeren zijn links en staan kritisch ten aanzien van de samenleving. En ten tweede is 
er in 2002 opeens een grote groep jongeren die zich tot meerdere jeugdculturen rekenen, en wel 
precies dezelfde groepen: alternatief, skate, metal en punk – ook hiphop en straight-edge zitten 
hier. Dit zijn de stijlsurfers.
Over het algemeen worden in een jeugdcultuur voorwerpen zonder betekenis samengevoegd 
tot een zinvolle groepsstijl in een proces van bricolage. Dit proces is recentelijk goed zichtbaar in 
de jeugdcultuur gabber. Maar moderne stijlsurfers gaan verder en combineren cultureel zinvolle 
artefacten (die van diverse jeugdculturen worden geleend) tot een unieke, individuele levensstijl. 
Dit proces noemen we ‘über-bricolage’.
Identiteit is zo meer en meer dubbelzinnig geworden en geïndividualiseerd. Lidmaatschap van 
een cultuur ontkennen of juist lid zijn van meerdere culturen zijn manieren om een sociale iden-
titeit te construeren en tegelijkertijd zelfstereotypering te ontlopen. Het is een modern antwoord 
op een algemene tendens van individualisering en culturele fragmentisering. Zo surfen jongeren 
door de adolescentie. Ze omzeilen verplichtingen, vermijden groepslidmaatschap en voorkomen 
stereotypen. Door artefacten en rituelen te combineren vormen ze een eigen, unieke en per-
soonlijke levensstijl. Toch lijken ze op elkaar en zijn er nog steeds culturele clusters te vinden. 
Deze clusters zijn te vinden in de academische wereld, in dagelijkse godsdienstige rituelen en 
in jeugdculturen. Maar deze clusters blijven naamloos, en de grenzen tussen deze clusters zijn 
poreus. Dit geeft jongeren de kans om samen uniek te blijven.
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